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Introduction


Why This Book, and Why Now?


‘Bonkers’ is a provocative word. In our day-to-day conversation we use it with a shrug of the shoulders. We dismiss some aspect of the world as crazy or perverse and we are, at the same time, accepting that we can’t change it. Bonkers is the way of the world . . .


The title of this book was prompted by a chief executive who, in a candid moment, told us that his job was to work with the ‘bonkers’ – to make sense of an insane world; to do a good job against the odds.


In our job as organization consultants, we have met many people, in many different fields, who are bewildered and oppressed by the apparent insanity of much of what goes on in organizations. There are seemingly endless reorganizations and restructurings. Leaders feel they need to disturb people and organizations. People are sometimes not sure what unit they are part of, or who their boss is. They seem to serve computer systems rather than the other way round, and spend inordinate amounts of time ticking boxes and preparing plans and policies that don’t make a difference, as well as sitting in unproductive meetings. The time to do real work is squeezed, organizations are hollowed out; there are lots of controls but little trust. Culture is seen as a problem – a barrier to much needed change – and we are asked to put our faith in abstract ideas that bear little relationship to reality. There is so much that is bonkers. Maybe we need to take it more seriously.


The origins of bonkers


Our view is that a heroic orthodoxy – embracing ideas of leadership, change and strategy – has come to dominate organizational life since the Thatcher/Reagan revolution in the late 1970s and the 1980s. The orthodoxy is that, in a period of unprecedented upheaval, the job of leaders is to drive through change. The orthodoxy assumes that ‘business knows best’, and was promoted by many business schools and consultancies, used first in the private sector, and then extended to the public sector. The approach is credited with many of the remarkable achievements of modern organizations.


However, every way of seeing is also a way of not seeing. Every way of doing is a way of not doing. Many of the costs and frustrations of organizational life today stem from being tied to just one way of thinking about (and working with) organizations and people. The top-down managerial efforts at change that come with the orthodoxy, however well intentioned, keep producing unintended consequences.


The orthodoxy derives from a long-standing neo-liberal picture of society (a picture which is now being challenged by ‘Brexit’ and Donald Trump as well as the Left). The neo-liberal view is that the best way to make sense of what humans do is an economist’s model. We are economic animals, who will respond to ‘rational’ incentives, carrots and sticks. This is one, narrow version of liberalism, perverted into a kind of fundamentalism; a claim that there is only one truth in society – the free market, choice and competition. Leaders, it is believed, must wrestle organizations into shape to fit this idealized model.


The heroic approach is all around us. It is so much the orthodoxy that many managers and leaders take it for granted. It is the sea we swim in and cannot see.


Faced by this orthodoxy and the bonkers it creates, we each have a choice about how to respond.


Do we keep our heads down and go into survival mode? Do we revolt? Or can we recover the capacity in our working lives to think, feel and act for ourselves? That’s the path we suggest in this book.


We offer our direct experience of people who work productively and lead well, despite the orthodoxy. They have broken free of bonkers. They know (often intuitively) from their experience what makes sense. We tell their stories and offer their insights, describing how:


 



	•
	They recognize that good management is essential but effective leadership comes first.





	•
	They trust their own experience, feelings and intuition as much as their intellect.





	•
	They focus on connecting with the people around them and not just on the task.





	•
	They reach out to others and focus on ‘we’ not ‘I’, recognizing that liberating the collective intelligence of groups and organizations is more important than any one person’s contribution.





	•
	They work with the grain of what they have. They are respectful of what exists and what has gone before, and do not throw it all up in the air.





	•
	They see the potential in every situation and interaction to make a difference; they don’t postpone effective action to some glittering future that never arrives.




The alternatives to the heroic orthodoxy are not new. One of the aspects of current business and management culture that most disturbs us is the absence of a sense of history. We want to recover old wisdom, which we are all aware of at some level, going back to the Enlightenment and the Scientific Revolution and before.


It seems to us essential to restore some old insights. We are much more than rational, economic animals. We are social beings shaped by history and culture – indeed, being ‘rational’ is only rational if it takes this context into consideration, otherwise it’s bonkers!


Organizations are communities (not economists’ models or machines) which have grown up over a period of time and as a result of many influences; they are not the result of any overall design. They deserve respect. We need to start with curiosity about the specific history and context of each organization, and pay close attention to purpose, meaning and social attachment.


We argue that we should apply to business and organizations the same principles of pluralism that should apply (in liberal democratic countries) in society as a whole – that there is no one answer to all problems and we should consider issues from a range of perspectives; that there should be checks and balances (and that no one person or group should have too much power); and that open debate and the free exchange of ideas and information are essential to progress.


We are under no illusions. With such a dominant and complete orthodoxy that purports to explain all organizational life, it is difficult to make space for an alternative view.


What we want to do in this book is to encourage you to break free of the bonkers by finding the gaps, cracks and opportunities that exist in any supposedly complete belief system. We want to offer hope and encouragement to those who go about leading in a different way.


There are different ways of working and leading. We know from our work the potential for people in organizations to be very different; to recover their wits and be potent. We encourage you to take your experience seriously; to restore judgement and value intuition. We have seen again and again how individuals, groups and organizations can come alive when they free themselves from the heroic orthodoxy and are more able to be themselves, as part of some wider entity. The benefits in terms of happier, more effective people, and more successful organizations, are huge.


Who are we?


We have an unusual vantage point. We are organization consultants who together have over 100 years’ experience of organizational life as managers, leaders and consultants, in private and public sectors, in the UK, Germany, Scandinavia and around the world. We work with individuals and teams at all levels, in many different companies and organizations. We come alongside chief executives and boards, middle managers and those in the front line. We work with senior managers as executive coaches and hear the ‘up close and personal’ version of what is happening. We know what it feels like to lead and manage. We speak not from theory but from careful attention to experience – to what works in practice. That experience makes us determined to speak about what we have found, so you too can lead in a bonkers world.


Your guide to the book


Since the 1980s an ‘unholy trinity’ of ideas about leadership, change and strategy has shaped how we think and act in organizations. Leadership, it is assumed, is for a few charismatic, magical individuals who are capable of implementing change by inspiring others. Strategy, too, is the job of a few clever, highly paid senior leaders at the top of the organization. The impressive range of technology and data that we have at our disposal enables us to run processes and logistics consistently around the world. It encourages us to believe that we live in an age of rational management in which all that matters is our ability to reason our way forward, and that organizations and cultures can be transformed by design.


In this book we offer a different perspective that depends on recovering our sense of history, humanity and connectedness.


Full of real-life experience and insight, the book is divided into three parts, which should be read sequentially for maximum value.


Part 1 (beginning) – Is Everything Bonkers?


In Chapter 1 we suggest that we are probably not alone in finding aspects of today’s organizations ‘bonkers’ – and why that might be so. In Chapter 2 we argue that, by stealth, management has replaced leadership. We need to recover the idea that leadership is an ordinary, social process that is a necessary precondition for effective management. In Chapter 3 we suggest that we have become addicted to the idea of transformational change – an idea which ignores history and is heavily dependent on an idealized future – and individual heroic leaders. We need to recover our sense of connection to each other, our shared history and our experience of the present moment. In Chapter 4 we argue that the holy grail of strategy is just that, an idealized fantasy about the world as it should be; a fantasy which is quickly undone in the messiness of the world as it is.


Part 2 (middle) – Becoming the Leader You Can Be


If our view of leadership, change and strategy makes sense, how can we do well? We suggest that first we need to pay attention to who we are and what we aspire to be part of creating (Chapter 5). To be part of something requires us to develop a sense of meaning and purpose with others in the many groups of which we are part (Chapter 6). More than that, the groups of which we are part need to hold their integrity while connecting their work to other groups as part of a purposeful community (Chapter 7).


In Chapters 8 and 9 we seek to recover some important aspects of organizational life that are denigrated by the current orthodoxy. It is hopelessly idealistic to ‘keep politics out of it’, as we often hear. We argue that politics is not a dirty word and that effective leaders appreciate and work the politics of their organization with integrity. By working with politics we establish the connections and relationships that in turn create the environment in which progressive change can occur. Moving from the macro politics of an organization, in Chapter 9 we turn our attention to the micro – the much maligned, seemingly endless meetings that are so characteristic of modern organizational life. How can we recover the meeting as purposeful work?


Part 3 (end) – Breaking Free of Bonkers


In Chapters 10–12 we draw the book together. Chapter 10 illustrates how to break free of bonkers with a single story of leadership, change and strategy. In Chapter 11 we focus on how we can make a difference, and in Chapter 12 we suggest that we need to recover our humanity in the world of organizations.


Our method is consistent with our message. Throughout the book we tell stories drawn from our own and others’ experience, as well as provide practical exercises to help you reflect on your own story, or experience. We want to encourage you to pay attention to the stories that you and others tell about yourself and the situation you are in. These stories are your leadership. They are the culture of your organization and as such both create and limit your potential. Stories recover our sense of history, purpose, context and, most importantly, humanity. Stories are an important counter-weight to the metrics, plans and other abstract representations of organizational life. Stories keep us connected to the world as it is and the help we can get from our colleagues. Stories can help us thrive in a bonkers world.










PART 1


Is Everything Bonkers?










Chapter 1


Is It Just Me?


Spend any amount of time working in any organization and it is likely that you will be asking yourself this question: ‘Is it just me, or is everything bonkers?’ Something will strike you as odd, ridiculous, or just plain bonkers. Is it just me?


Spend any amount of time on the phone to a call centre trying to resolve what seems to you a trivial matter and find yourself on hold, transferred . . . or is it just me? And yet . . . we know it when we see it.


We know it when we see it


Sometimes in our day-to-day lives, perhaps at a time when we need it most, we encounter a group of people who achieve remarkable things in their work. I did not know that Mother and Baby Units existed until someone close to me needed one. Here is a place where the work is unimaginably delicate. Anxious, distressed, depressed, even psychotic, mothers with their newborn babies, who may harm themselves or their babies, and are in need of close personal supervision and care at the same time.


The place itself is secure, and yet even the first encounter on the intercom is welcoming. They know who you are straight away, whether you are expected or whether they need to check with the mother that a visit is welcome. There are protocols and rules, for example, about the level of supervision each mother receives. These are explicit, not hidden, and discussed with the mother on a regular basis. It seems that each member of staff knows what they need to know so questions are not repeated. Their shared dedication is to support the relationship between mother and baby, and to build up the mother’s confidence. The boundaries are clear and within those boundaries choices are offered so the mother is always in charge as far as possible. Nothing is too much trouble. When you are leaving for an overnight stay there is a caring check, ‘Have you got; do you need?’, and an utterly supportive ‘If you need us at any time, day or night, just call.’


All of this is visible and could be, perhaps is, written down somewhere – but that is not the point. What mothers, babies and those close to them experience is a place of absolute safety and security when it seems that everything is falling apart. It is a sanctuary. The physical building matters, but you have the sense that the ‘sanctuary’ lives in this group of staff – they create and hold it between them. You can touch and feel it. Just as a visitor, any new staff member must sense that there is something substantial and precious here, not to be tampered with lightly. To an outsider this strength is remarkable; I imagine to an insider ‘it’s just the way we do things around here’.


 


This is an intimate story concerning a life-changing experience. In much more commonplace ways, modern organizations are remarkable, collective achievements that we tend to take for granted. Supermarkets offer us goods from around the world, when we want them, and at high quality and low cost. Google lets us find (with the touch of a finger) information which years ago was buried in some archive. The book or gadget that we want, sometimes need, is delivered the next day. If we are unfortunate enough to be in an accident, emergency services arrive quickly. Hospitals improve and save lives every day, conquering conditions and diseases that a short time ago were disabling or killers.


We only have to step back for a moment to realize that what seems ordinary now is actually the product of remarkable collective human endeavour. The organizations that enable these services have grown up over years. They function in complex and subtle ways. They have a life and cultures that go well beyond the formal organization charts or strategy plans. Most remarkable of all, they work (on the whole!) and have made our lives safer and more comfortable.


And yet, ‘Is it just me?’ doesn’t go away. It seems that all of this comes at a price, and there’s much that goes on now in organizational life that is maddening and oppressive.


Permanent restructuring and upheaval


Just as night follows day, a dip in performance, a crisis, a change at the top, a new strategy or product, a retirement or promotion seems to make a restructuring inevitable, and one succeeds another. Before people have got used to the previous reorganization – and long before anyone can judge if the reorganization makes sense – the next one arrives. They pile up like layers of sediment in the river. It’s bonkers!


Organizations need to adapt and change as their environments shift. From time to time reorganizations are needed. Yet, now we live in a time of constant structural change. In a previous book written by two of the authors, Living Leadership, we call it ‘Permanent Transition’. Though transitions are a normal part of human life and essential to the renewal of organizations, the speed and frequency of organizational transitions seems unnatural and counter-productive. It’s as if we had to move house, change jobs or face the death of a close relative every month. Just when relationships are developing and the social fabric on which organizations depend for their success is growing, everyone has to start again. The costs to individuals and to organizations are high.


 


I was talking to an administrator about work we needed to do together. I said that I thought she had done a brilliant job on a previous project. Suddenly she started crying: ‘No one here has said that to me recently. All we get from our managers is pressure to do more work. No one appreciates us.’


Tick-box madness


Checklists are useful when flying planes and in an operating theatre. However, the drive to prevent the recurrence of scandals (‘LIBOR’ dishonesty in banking, ‘mis-selling’ in pensions, car emissions frauds and appalling care at ‘Mid Staffs’ hospital) has led to more and more inquiries, regulation and management systems. ‘I’ve done it, take my word for it’ is an endangered sentence in organizational life. It’s not enough to do the task, you must prove that you have done it, and done it correctly. As a result more and more people spend more and more time preparing plans and reports, and have less and less time to do their work. There is a tsunami of policies and procedures that seek to regulate how work is done – more and more ‘oughts’, with less and less impact on how the work actually gets done. Teachers, policemen, psychiatrists, financial advisers, nurses, doctors, researchers – all are caught up in the paperchase and ‘Feeding the Beast’.


The tick box has become the symbol of the age – people going through the motions of applying whatever new policy or initiative is in vogue but losing sight of what it is for. Diversity, fairness, quality, service, safety, accountability, transparency – a million new initiatives have been launched in their name. Nice idea, yes. But what is the reality of implementation? The half-day training is provided. Staff and managers troop through the sheep dip – but does anything really change?


 


Tick-box madness


[image: _img1]


 


Lars, the Swedish CEO of a consumer products multinational company, impressed us enormously. Despite sitting at the top of a huge international organization (with over 50,000 employees), he was remarkably human and unpretentious. He had worked his way up through the company and was very effective in communicating with managers at all levels around the world. He had a clear vision and seemed well equipped to make it happen.


He saw that the company needed to be much more innovative. The company had a great brand, but most of its products were mature and competition was challenging – both from the Far East in low-cost segments and from Europe in high-value/stylish segments. But how do you make a huge international company more innovative?


Lars was fed up with what he called the ‘concrete layer’, one level below him – the heads of business units who, he felt, defended their own interests and were impervious to change. He was sure many middle managers and front-line staff were receptive to being more innovative – but how to reach them?


Lars called in a leading international consulting firm. They analysed the problems and concluded that the company needed, from top to bottom, to learn to be more innovative. They recommended that the company adopt a new process for being innovative, based on international best practice. They set this out in a 250-slide PowerPoint presentation which was sent to subsidiaries around the world.


The impact? A mixture of embarrassment and indignation. Some experienced managers didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. It was like ‘painting by numbers’, said one manager, ‘the idea that you can make people develop great new products by following steps 1 to 60’.


Systems and processes


Information technology (IT) lends itself to the drive to improve quality and performance. We can do things much more quickly, and globally. It is much safer for doctors to prescribe drugs on a computer that can remind them of drug interactions and the patient’s history. When we know that there is a right way to do something we can do it better and more consistently with the aid of technology. However, this same technology has enabled new, oppressive systems and processes in large organizations – banks, insurance and mobile phone companies, for example, which have teams and individuals all over the world working to a tight script.


To achieve a result, the teams must co-operate. Yet often they exist in carefully limited silos and don’t have the authority or knowledge to respond effectively to customer needs. Technology, which in theory supports integration, in fact creates fragmentation, and organizations seem to have great difficulty securing internal cooperation or acting in a coordinated way to take opportunities or address problems. It’s bonkers.


 


We run a local society and have a joint account with a well-known bank. To make payments to suppliers we need authorization by two directors of the society. We wanted to set up banking over the internet. We phoned the bank and were told that we should complete and return a form that would be sent to us in the post.


When the form arrived it was not the form we had been promised. We got back on the phone. We waded our way through multiple levels of ‘You have four options’. After several calls, we were told that the first person we had spoken to ‘had made a mistake’ and that we would have to start again. We learnt that we had a ‘relationship manager’. We asked for his phone number or email address but were told it was not possible to give us this information. He would phone us back. He never did. We heard that another form was on its way to us. When it arrived it also wasn’t the form promised.


We complained and told our story to the bank’s complaints department. After a few weeks a letter arrived, apologizing for the poor service and giving us cash compensation – but still no access to internet banking!


The problem seemed to be the way the bank was organized. Over several weeks we talked to a number of people, some apparently in the UK, some in India, some perhaps in the Far East. We had the impression that some really wanted to help, but always they needed to refer to another department in the bank or look up another file. They had a script to work to and could not go beyond it.


After six months – and hours on the phone – we despaired and decided to move our account to another bank. Will the service be better? Only time will tell.


Metrics mania and ‘the radar’


Information on activity and performance is the lifeblood of modern organizations. It allows leaders to see the big picture – where things are going wrong or right. Information allows investors to make a judgement about an organization and its senior management. If you are an operational manager, information about the flow of the work you are managing is critical to your effectiveness. ‘What gets measured gets managed’ is axiomatic and measurement and ‘metrics’ are pervasive in organizational life. Some commercial companies communicate internally almost entirely by sharing metrics on everything that moves. In the public sector the concern to account for the use of public money leads to endless reviews and reports, which seem to those on the receiving end like a neurotic desire to check that a plant is growing by digging it up every few days and measuring its roots!


Metrics, performance data, the ‘Balanced Scorecard’ are a gift to senior management because they create a sense that ‘we know what’s going on’ and can ‘steer the ship’ as a result. In commercial and public sector organizations people talk about being ‘on the radar’. Or not, depending on your circumstances. Sometimes you want to be on the radar because it means you are being taken seriously. Sometimes you don’t want to be on the radar because you will be punished.


We notice the gap in perspective between the ‘Tops’, ‘Middles’ and ‘Bottoms’ (as described by Barry Oshry) of organizations. What seems like essential ‘performance management’ at the top of organizations is experienced as oppressive, nonsensical and infantilizing among those in the front line. The Bottoms often feel distrusted and disrespected; they feel that their expertise and experience is of no account. The Middles often feel torn; they know the importance of hitting targets to satisfy the Tops, and they also know that it is not that simple because they see the Bottoms grappling with the inevitable contradictions and tensions that narrow targets create.


Faster communication


The internet and related technologies have transformed the way we communicate. They have supported globalization so that organizations can work around the clock. The speed of communication allows us to respond quickly and effectively to critical situations. We get early warning of potential difficulties that can be avoided. We know precisely where a product is, and when it will arrive, and can plan accordingly.


This too comes at a price. We know more, more quickly. Events that senior managers used to hear about after they had been resolved are immediately ‘on the radar’, raising anxiety and making it harder to judge what really needs your attention. Because we can communicate more widely more quickly, it is tempting to do so ‘just in case’, or in order to cover your back, with the result that situations that involve and could be resolved by two or three people are suddenly amplified. And you end up with a deluge of irrelevant messages to deal with. We find ourselves ‘always on’ – the electronic message in whatever form it arrives requires an immediate response. Superficially this can be exciting and provide us with a rush of serotonin, but as a consequence we become distracted in meetings or fail to allow ourselves uninterrupted thinking time to concentrate on something that really matters. And when do you sleep?


Are you ‘aligned’?


Senior teams worry a lot about alignment, sometimes in relation to products and services, but more often in relation to people. Is what this group or individual does aligned with the strategy or the core business of this organization?


We assume that open debate and liberal democratic values are essential in society as a whole, yet suppress open discussion within organizations. Most people we meet are very cautious about saying what they really think to their boss. They don’t want to be thought to be ‘moaning’ or, even worse, as someone who ‘resists change’. The passion for organizational alignment suppresses expression of alternative perspectives. We live in a world of double-talk and double-think. Individuals get caught in the middle. Like Alice in Wonderland, they often feel bewildered and frightened. Sometimes they want to laugh their heads off; most of the time they keep their thoughts to themselves and conclude (like the proverbial Russian peasant) about the latest new initiative or edict from above, ‘It’ll pass.’


Unintended consequences


As organization consultants coming alongside people at all levels in organizations, what we often notice is the gap between intention and impact. Unintended consequences are everywhere.


We see many people in authority caught in patterns of behaviour that have an impact that is quite different from their apparent intention – humane, thoughtful leaders who do things that seem oppressive or infantilizing to those who work for or with them.


Restructuring, checklists, systems, metrics, rapid communication – all of which have their uses – seem to be running us, not the other way around. It’s bonkers! Comprehensive appraisal processes, for example, are set up to hold people to account and develop them, but somewhere along the line the purpose gets lost, and the process becomes an elaborate paper exercise. Good intentions at the board level turn into something oppressive and infantilizing for those who do the work. How can we reconnect those in authority with those in the middle and on the front line?


 


Mary was a leading professor of public health in the UK whose work came to the attention of ministers because it seemed to shed light on some of the most serious health challenges facing the country. The government decided to finance a long-term £30 million research study led by Mary. It seemed like the proudest moment of Mary’s career – for her work to be recognized by ministers and to secure such a large grant.


Two years later Mary was not so sure. What had seemed like a blessing was becoming a curse. ‘I spend half my time writing reports, responding to strategy reviews and filling out risk registers. The level of scrutiny from government and its agencies is intense. When will I have time to get back to my research?’


How bonkers is that?



	•
	Endless organizational upheavals – what we call ‘Permanent Transition’. How are people supposed to give of their best, or form long-term partnerships, when they feel insecure and are constantly trying to work out what their role is and where they fit in with other individuals and groups?





	•
	A preoccupation with plans and targets, form filling and box ticking that distorts people’s priorities and drives out the real work that people are employed to do.





	•
	Chief executives who say that their biggest problem is that they need more leaders at every level, but act in ways that kill leadership. Goffee and Jones say: ‘They encourage either conformists or role players with an impoverished sense of who they are and what they stand for’.





	•
	Information technology that in practice fosters fragmentation, disconnection and new oppressive, and maddening, forms of bureaucracy. This is not how IT was supposed to be.





	•
	A mania for metrics as expressed by a partner in a Big Four consulting firm in 2015: ‘If you can’t measure it, it does not exist’. Competitive tendering processes that deny the importance of relationships and experience. Where has trust and judgement gone in all this?





	•
	The 24–7 ‘always on’ life. When are people able to pause and think about what is most important and how to achieve it?





	•
	The call for alignment that ends up with people talking a ‘management-speak’, a language of pretence. Individuals are often afraid to speak, unable to tell their bosses what they really think and feel. How are people in authority supposed to learn what is really going on?




Normalizing the abnormal


The absurdities of corporate life have become a staple of TV comedy in programmes such as The Office. We often hear managers and leaders (in private moments) comment on the games and the pretence: ‘Of course’, they say, ‘it is like that. What else do you expect?’ The abnormal has become normal.


David Graeber, in his book The Utopia of Rules, suggests we are lost for words; we lack a way of talking about what we all live.


 


‘Our lives have come to be organized around the filling out of forms. Yet the language we have to talk about these things is not just woefully inadequate – it might as well have been designed to make the problem worse. We need to find a way to talk about what is happening . . . to understand what is appealing about it, what sustains it, which elements carry within them some potential for redemption in a truly free society, which are best considered the inevitable price to pay for living in any complex society, and which can and should be entirely eliminated.’


So, is everything bonkers, or is it just me?


Disasters, like sporting metaphors, may not be a reliable guide to organizational life but can be illuminating.


On 8 January 1989, British Midland Flight 92, a Boeing 737-400, crashed onto the embankment of the M1 motorway near Kegworth in England. The aircraft was attempting to conduct an emergency landing at East Midlands Airport. Of the 126 people aboard, 47 died and 74, including seven members of the flight crew, sustained serious injuries.


The plane crashed because the pilots switched off the wrong engine. The left engine had a serious problem and the right was working normally. The pilots switched off the right engine because they thought that was the one with the problem. The passengers and crew in the cabin could see it was the left engine but assumed the pilots knew that so didn’t tell them. The pilots couldn’t see the engines and didn’t ask their colleagues or the passengers.


 


Why tell this story now? Because it seems to us to be emblematic of today’s organizations. Senior people operate separately from those they are serving, and rely heavily on technology and their own knowledge in isolation from others. Often the common-sense thing – looking out of the window in this case – doesn’t happen. Those in the body of the organization (or plane) assume that those at the top (or front) know what they are doing and have the situation under control. It is not their place to say anything, with tragic consequences sometimes.


The heroic orthodoxy


These phenomena – the crazy call centres, the constant restructurings, the tick-box madness, the obsessive measurement, the ‘management-speak’ and the pretence, the fragmentation – do not arise by accident. They are part of a pattern.


They arise from the current orthodoxy about leadership and management, change and strategy, in organizations and business.


The orthodoxy is heroic. It centres on the need for transformational change to enable companies and organizations to adapt and thrive in what is believed to be a period of unprecedented change. The job of leaders, it is believed, is to drive through change. Leaders need to have a clear vision, they need to persuade others to ‘buy in’ and they need to show ‘steely resolve’ to realize their vision when people ‘resist change’. Change can and should be ‘managed’. These days, leaders need to show ‘emotional intelligence’ to handle the people and organizational issues, and be skilled at ‘engagement’. But still the picture persists of change being done to organizations. Organizational culture is seen as the enemy; it’s difficult to shift, and the reason change efforts often don’t deliver the results required.


The orthodoxy is heroic at a number of levels. It assumes heroic leaders, it requires heroic visions of how the organization (and even the world) will be better, and it takes heroic resolve to realize the vision.


The telltale signs of the heroic orthodoxy are the words and phrases people use and take for granted: ‘transformation’, ‘vision’, ‘driving change’, ‘resistance to change’, ‘incentives and penalties’, ‘management of change’, ‘risk’, ‘performance’, ‘relationships’ (and pretty well everything else), ‘pace and scale’, ‘alignment’, ‘deliverables’, ‘gap analysis’, ‘metrics’, ‘engagement’, ‘buy-in’.


Like any orthodoxy, it is the set of beliefs people espouse in order to be respectable, approved, conventional. To oppose the orthodoxy is to risk being regarded as a heretic, beyond the pale; someone who needs to be cast out. So people learn to speak the heroic language and keep quiet about any doubts they may have. This is a secular orthodoxy but, like religious orthodoxes, there is an element of magic, or things that must be believed, whatever reason or evidence says to the contrary.


The heroic orthodoxy shapes the assumptions and therefore the actions of people in organizations. Like many paradigms before, it is largely unseen. It is the sea in which we swim and therefore goes unnoticed. It is ‘just how things are’. And yet, as with the normalizing of the abnormal, orthodoxy isn’t necessarily ‘right’ – just accepted. What makes up the orthodoxy and how does it work? We say more in Chapter 2.


Indeed, there is a glaring contradiction at the heart of this orthodoxy. There is much talk of the need for ‘transformational leadership’, but the reality at the receiving end of the drive for change is managerial – a reliance on plans and targets, metrics and monitoring, form filling and box ticking.


The confusion about leadership and management is not only naïve and simplistic, it is in our view founded on a fundamental confusion about the roles of leadership and management in organizational life. The terms are used almost interchangeably with no appreciation of their difference.


Where has the orthodoxy come from, and how did it come to be so pervasive?


The heroic orthodoxy (see pages 91 and 92 and the Appendix for more details) has come from business schools and management consultancies over the past 40 years, and has spread into all areas of business and organizational life. Starting in the private sector, it has ridden the wave that ‘business knows best’, and triumphed now in public as well as in commercial organizations. Work in almost any business or organization nowadays and you will touch and feel this orthodoxy. With the help of IT there has been a convergence of private and public sectors. The private sector has become more bureaucratic and the public sector has aped the ways of business.


The orthodoxy has its roots in the Reagan/Thatcher revolution of the 1970s and 80s. The neo-liberals have a triumphant and compelling story to tell – we would all be freer, richer and better people if remaining obstacles to free markets, choice and competition were removed. ‘Reform’ and ‘modernization’ are code words that have come to mean more change towards the free market. What was said by Adam Smith (or at least part of it) in the 1770s was picked up by Hayek at the end of the Second World War and became triumphant after the collapse of Communism at the end of the 1980s. The neo-liberals feel vindicated by the remarkable transformation of China and many other developing societies.


Humans, it is argued, are economic animals who will respond to appropriate, rational incentives and penalties. Transformations are needed across society towards free markets. This requires powerful leadership from those at the top who understand this need, can persuade others to follow, and will show the determination to see the job through. Change is what it is all about. Those who dwell too long on the past (or are too concerned with the present) will fail to realize the wonderful future that is available. Leaders need to think through what change is needed and how they will achieve it, set this down in a clear strategy, and then have the courage to drive it through, whatever the obstacles.


Three other factors play a key role. One is IT and the internet revolution. Leaders can now aspire to sit in control rooms and call up on a screen every aspect of performance. They can construct ‘Balanced Scorecards’ which give them the illusion of control over their whole organization. Information technology has also led to chronic information overload; we have not yet learnt how to master the new technology but let ourselves be its servant.


Secondly, ‘Big Data’ fuelled by social media. The capacity of computers to handle Big Data has enabled significant scientific advances. As we are discovering, it also has a significant shadow side. Our personal data is much more public and accessible. It can be accessed and used for commercial and political purposes – with good or ill intent. These developments are not central to this book but they are changing the way we live and govern our societies. They are part of the landscape in today’s organizations.


Thirdly, the development of ‘machine bureaucracy’, as Henry Mintzberg put it. This long predates the notion that ‘markets know best’ and the internet. All bureaucracies have a tendency to default to metrics and process. It has long been the job of leaders to push back from time to time and remind people of purpose, meaning and community. But in the current age, technology has enabled a new level of cack-handed systems and processes, of bureaucracy. There is no give in technology-enabled bureaucracy. You either comply or you don’t. Yet, as we know, ‘working to rule’ ultimately leads to paralysis. There needs to be some flexibility, some human judgement in the application of all rules and procedures.


What has been remarkable has been the weakness of alternative narratives and the way that neo-liberal ideas have captured the political classes across the developed world. The neo-liberal agenda provides justification for those in the private sector and a compelling rationale for change in the public sector.


Any great idea, taken too far, can be destructive – even bonkers. What we find disturbing is the certainty of the champions of this neo-liberalism; their lack of interest in other perspectives; their lack of insight into the actual experience of implementing their ideas, and the obvious contradictions. True believers know what the answer is to any given problem. There is no need to enquire too deeply into issues, what the context is or what the problem really is. The remarkable achievements of freer markets are elevated into a panacea. Moving towards ‘the market’ is good; any move back from it is bad.


In a strange inversion, the neo-liberals have become the idealists, insisting that their idealized, fanciful picture be put into practice, whatever the obstacles. For what are pure free markets but a theoretical abstraction? The neo-liberals know that they are right. Where they can end up is smashing up institutions and cultures (see, for example, Andrew Lansley’s ‘reform’ of the National Health Service (NHS) in the UK) in order to put their new order in place. In a dreadful parody of liberalism, they can become the ‘Free Market Taliban’. We say more about this in the following chapters.


Sometimes it is just me, but mostly it’s me and you and the context


We want to explore giving a different meaning to leadership and management, strategy and change.


We start in the next chapter by reclaiming the difference between leadership and management and, critically, by asserting the precedence of leadership over management. We do not want to denigrate management in its place as the servant of purposeful leaders, but we do claim that many of the absurdities, dysfunctions and terrors of modern organizational life stem from the managerial taking over from leadership. As a result we ignore our relationships, the social fabric which connects the organization; we denigrate our own experience and don’t value the wonderful things that groups and organizations achieve; and we stop talking to each other about what matters because we are too busy with the email.










Chapter 2


It’s a Mad World – Leadership and Management Turned Upside Down


In this chapter we argue for a fresh understanding of leadership and management, and of the relationship between the two. Both leadership and management are essential if organizations are to develop in sane, healthy ways. Leadership without management is vacuous and management without leadership is soul-destroying.


But we also suggest that management must be subordinate to leadership. This contrasts sharply with the heroic orthodoxy in which leadership, in the abstract, is seen as the answer to almost any problem but, in practice, the managerial approach is dominant – with serious and damaging consequences for individuals and organizations.
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