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There was a man from Sung who pulled at his seedlings because he was worried about their failure to grow. Having done so, he went on his way home, not realizing what he had done. “I am worn out today,” said he to his family. “I have been helping the seedlings to grow.” His son rushed out to take a look and there the seedlings were, all shrivelled up. There are few in the world who can resist the urge to help their seedlings grow.


—MENCIUS (CA. 372–CA. 289 BCE)1
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I. LIFE IN THE BLENDER



Let’s suppose, for the sake of illustration, that one Friday, as the week is winding into the weekend, you see a notification from the Wall Street Journal reporting that the company you work for is in advanced discussions of some sort with your largest competitor. After forty-eight hours of much frantic pinging of your peers and little concrete news, late on Sunday comes the official press release: The two companies are merging. There follows a flurry of announcements from your senior leaders, who are, to a person, both “excited” and “thrilled” by the news—some are even “energized.” Work the following week is a frenzy of speculation, interrupted briefly by the fanfare heralding the Arrival of the Management Consultants, and thereby begins a period of meandering unease while the deal moves through the approval process.


At last, the white smoke emerges from the regulatory chimney, and the deal is given the go-ahead. Now, the slow-dripping uncertainty of the last months is replaced by a great flurry of busyness and renewed executive enthusiasm, all this attending the onset of the Reorganization. The new senior team is announced, and then the leaders on that team announce that they will each be spending the next few weeks on the Listening Tour, followed by their own restructuring of the people beneath them, and so on and so on, each announcement leading in turn to further listening and review, leading in turn to more reorganizations. Along the way, the Bad Old Names of various departments will be unceremoniously defenestrated, and the Obviously Better New Names will be rolled out to scenes of universal approbation. In all this, you will marvel that things were quite so broken in the old world—now a distant memory—that it requires quite this much reorganization to get back on the rails, but everybody seems very convinced that this is just the ticket, and that everything is so much more sensible now, and frankly, who could have been so stupid as to put up with all that old stuff anyway.


Your boss has to spend hours a week in meetings ironing out details of your new department, and no longer has much time to update you on what’s going on. In all the musical chairs, some of your co-workers discover they no longer have a seat, and so quietly pack up their belongings and leave. One of the executives on the new senior team announces his retirement, effective immediately, and this, thankfully, presents the opportunity to make the senior leadership team even more perfect—and exciting—in ways that no one was able to imagine when they put together the old new senior team just a few months before.


It then becomes apparent that the strategy that led to the merger is no longer as even better as people thought it was, and that a new one would be even more even better, to reflect all the good things that have recently happened. More fanfare heralds the Arrival of the Rival Management Consultants, and thereby ensues more intense activity in conference rooms, and a special PowerPoint template to give the new strategy a unified look and feel. Then the rollout, as part of which everyone is told they need to be able to tell the story of the new strategy; the senior team and the consultants seem very convinced that the defining characteristic of a strategy is mass recitation, and they have more words in their job titles than you do.


Then it emerges that what with the new company and the new names and the new leadership team and the new strategy and the new PowerPoint template, the old ways of doing things are looking a bit dog-eared and in need of tidying up, and so work begins on the Model. This will take people who previously reported regionally, and make them report functionally—however, with a dotted line regionally, obviously, because otherwise it wouldn’t make sense—and at the same time, the people who reported into the corporate organization will continue to do so but in a federated model, governed by a new group of functional integration councils, each of which will be responsible for establishing and monitoring service-level agreements and agreed standards. These latter will help people who were, last week, working happily alongside one another to continue to do so, but with betterness.


To eliminate the risk of silos—which have built themselves a few times before, apparently—the company will be reassigning executive offices, and moving everyone else around and into an open floor plan, because collaboration. Meanwhile, as reports have begun to reach the senior leaders of some fatigue in the ranks—only to be expected, of course, given the unavoidable realities of today’s dynamic business world—a festival day is announced, during which employees will be able to hear directly from Thought Leaders, who will share their thoughts, and which will culminate in a keynote session featuring both the Wellness Guru and the Inspirational Speaker, who will alternately encourage attendees to breathe deeply while clearing their minds, and to shout loudly while filling their minds with alpha dog energy.


To sort out all the thousands of details of the Model, the various teams of consultants fan out across the organization and host town hall meetings so that everyone can understand how they must now do their jobs. As the last of these is winding down, all those present are distracted by a notification on their phones from the Wall Street Journal, reporting rumors that the company is considering splitting itself in two.…
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An exaggeration, perhaps, but not a complete fantasy: Life inside many companies today feels like an endless procession of upheavals, each unleashing another torrent of change and rearrangement and reconstruction, each once again reshuffling all the pieces into some supposedly more desirable configuration. This is life in the blender. And while it’s not always the case that all the blender buttons get pressed at once—not every merger is followed by a reorganization, for example, and not every strategy change leads to an operating model change—it’s a rare organization that goes for very long without at least a quick blitz here and a little pureeing there.


Over the last twenty years, I’ve seen this firsthand. As a fledgling management consultant, I sat in a cube at our client’s offices while a merger announcement upended the lives of the people around me. As a junior HR professional, I saw a year’s work for dozens of people tossed out when an incoming leader wanted to do things her own way. As I moved through the ranks, I accumulated more examples, both big and small: the frustrations at a new piece of technology, when the old one seemed to work just fine, or at the new approvals process that seemed to slow everything down; the relocation of a department from one building to another, because efficiency, and then back again, because no one was quite sure why; and all the Reinventions and Transformations and Reboots and Resets and rosy promises and rolling eyes. And then, as a senior HR executive at Deloitte and then Cisco, I saw more closely than ever before the chasm that change can create: the leaders, impatient and frustrated at the inability of those in the trenches to get with the program; the people on the ground, exhausted by the latest initiative or innovation, and frustrated at how hard it was simply to get on with their daily work.


I emerged from these experiences skeptical of change. Not always, but certainly when it struck me that change was happening for the sake of change, or that change was making things worse rather than better, or that change was making things murkier rather than clearer. Of course I had learned early on in my career to say with great regularity how excited I was about change and how incredibly comfortable with ambiguity—as many of us had learned to say—but as the years went by, I found myself feeling that the truth was more complicated. In my two decades working in large organizations, I’d seen change that had unquestionably led to better results and better work and better experiences; at the same time, I’d seen plenty of change that was a disaster for all concerned, and that extracted a heavy toll from individuals, and teams, and ultimately from organizations themselves. Yet no one seemed to question the notion that change was always and necessarily a Good Thing.


So I set out to dig a little deeper. This book contains what I have discovered.


In the pages that follow, we will explore some of the history that has led to the idea that disruption is both really good and really essential. We will learn about why change has the effect that it does on the human animal and why it can be so profoundly disorienting for us. We will ask ourselves what our continued willingness to shake things up, in organizations big and small, implies about our model of a human at work. And then we will examine what we can do instead: what we can do to bring a greater sense of stability to our workplaces and our teams, and how we might thereby either mitigate the unwanted effects of disruptive change or else give ourselves a firmer foundation from which to face into them.


But before this, we will start not with a composite story of change like the one above, but with real ones.
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Robin was lured away from a job she enjoyed for a promising opportunity at another company in the United States, where she would be given free rein to innovate with the support of her immediate leader, her functional leader, and the CEO.i A few months in, however, her functional leader resigned unexpectedly, and an interim leader was appointed while the search for a replacement began. Six months later, with the search still underway, her immediate leader resigned. A couple of months after that, a meeting was called to announce the hiring of a new functional leader, but the announcement was canceled at the last minute for reasons that weren’t clear, and the search resumed. A few months later still—and now, a full year since the resignation of the functional leader—the interim leader was made permanent. And a month after that, the now-permanent leader announced a functional reorganization, and Robin was told her job had been eliminated and she was to be made redundant.


Robin told me that the unremitting uncertainty of this extended period meant it was very difficult to get anything done, because no one knew how long it would be before a new leader arrived, and whether or not that person would change the strategy. At the same time, Robin had built a team around a new vision of her function, and she had to hold it together while swallowing her doubts. It was, she said, a “constant feeling of being a fraud” while trying to keep the team’s energy and motivation up. “I started to feel like I was having integrity leaks,” she told me. “I couldn’t say I was one hundred percent behind where we were going, because I didn’t know where we were going.”
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Sergei was finishing his workweek on a Friday afternoon in June (“I know the dates,” he said, “because there is still some trauma there”) when out of the blue an email arrived announcing an all-hands, at which he and his team learned that their company had been acquired. Sergei was the Romanian country leader for a multinational company, and he had around two thousand people reporting to him. There wasn’t much information to go on beyond the simple announcement, so he invited his top leaders to his house over the weekend. “Over some beers and wine, we talked about how this affected us,” he said. “My team was a little bit scared, just from the unknown.” And then they waited for the shareholder vote that would confirm the deal would go ahead. The following six weeks were the hardest: “I had to talk to my team, and to the larger company as well, but especially to my team. All sorts of scenarios would emerge because there was a void, or a lack of information.”


When, finally, the shareholders voted to go ahead, the public filing confirmed that the company’s top management layers were all departing. Sergei tried to locate his new boss: “I started reaching out on LinkedIn to random people because they didn’t announce the new organization. I said, ‘Hey, by the way, I’m Sergei from Romania. Are you going to be my next boss?’” Finally, someone in Germany responded and said yes, he was Sergei’s boss now, but he couldn’t say anything else because the internal communications were still being worked on. Then, a couple of weeks later came a mass email with a PowerPoint org chart attached showing the new reporting structure. And then, at last, a direct email from his new boss. Attached to it was a list of all two thousand people in Sergei’s organization and a simple request: Please tell me in three days’ time who on this list should be fired. “That,” said Sergei, “was our first official interaction.” A few weeks later, he left.


What he remembers most vividly now is a sad sort of hope. When he and his team first heard of the change, he recalls, their prevailing emotion was the simple wish that “at least we can stay the same.”
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Peter works in finance in South Africa. A few years ago, the bank he was working for decided to change its model for a function that was the main bridge between specialist bankers and the bank’s customers. It had decided it wanted more experienced people in front of the customers, and that the current team didn’t have the right pedigree or skills. The bank therefore fired most of the people in this function (or “retrenched” them, to use the euphemism common in that part of the world), assigned much of their work to other teams, and then brought in new people from the outside to form the upgraded function. Peter’s team was one of those assigned new responsibilities. He recalled, “I was just told, ‘You’re handling working capital now.’ We had no credit training—we didn’t know what we were doing. And at the end of the day, the clients were on the receiving end of a complete breakdown in trying to issue facilities for working capital.” More than this, however, the new model created huge confusion about who was responsible for which pieces of work. Peter continued, “I spent half of my day arguing, debating, fighting, defending—with colleagues—as opposed to doing my job and facing clients” about who should do what. This went on for close to two years, “just arguing about who needs to do what hasn’t been done, or being hauled over the coals because you haven’t done something right, even though you haven’t been trained on it.” Peter ultimately resigned.


Looking back, he wonders how anyone was able to put up with the mayhem, the infighting, and the politics. And he questions whether the bank really got what it was after—“They got the people they wanted, but at what cost?” The more senior people were great in front of clients, but they lacked the ability to do much of the unseen work that the old function had done to keep everything running smoothly: “the random things that come up” and that, if left undone, “unravel client relationships or create chaos.” Because of the lack of appreciation for this invisible coordination across the networks of teams—the sort of work that, as Peter observes, is never reflected in anyone’s job description—the new model had exchanged one set of problems for another.
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Christian worked until recently for a medical device manufacturer in Germany. It was a small, family-owned company, with a family atmosphere. The company manufactured a single product and sold it through a network of relationships with health care providers across Europe. Now, as it happened, when the COVID-19 pandemic surged across Europe in the early part of 2020, this medical device went from being important in a few circumstances to vital in many circumstances. Demand rocketed, and while the company had to scramble to keep up during a very trying time, it ultimately did very well. Because of the pandemic, costs went down—employees weren’t traveling, and no marketing was needed—and at the same time, revenues shot up. The owners, looking to a future beyond the pandemic, realized that if they were going to sell up and retire, there probably wouldn’t be a better time. They found a buyer—a larger company in the same industry, with private equity backing—and the deal went ahead with the idea of moving quickly toward an IPO of the combined company. Christian, as part of the leadership team, reinforced to people what he’d been told by the owners: “Nothing’s going to change. Stay calm. Everything’s good.”


Seven weeks later, on a Sunday night, Christian got a message from the new CEO inviting him to a call. When he joined, he found the entire global management team of the company on the line. The CEO proceeded to announce that the IPO had been canceled, and that instead the company—the new, combined company—would be sold to an even larger company. The CEO, who had advocated for the IPO, felt that she didn’t have a mandate to stay on, and left. A new leader was appointed. A reorganization began, and at the behest of various consultants, the new company introduced a matrix structure, such that the original family-owned company no longer controlled its own marketing, or research and development. Christian’s role was made smaller. Some complex employee contract issues came up, and Christian was asked to take the lead in resolving them, while at the same time thinking through the right way to organize the new combined sales function. And then, as the contract issues were resolved, and on the eve of announcing the new approach to sales, Christian was invited to a meeting with the country leader and his HR partner—and fired. His laptop and cell phone were taken away, and he drove the two and a half hours back to his home without being able to call his wife to tell her what had happened. Today, as he relates his story of one change leading to a bigger change leading to a bigger one still, he ruefully observes that when he said that nothing was going to change, he couldn’t have been more wrong.
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Sarah works in human resources. A few years ago, a larger company acquired hers, and the HR departments were consolidated. Although she kept her job, many of her peers decided this was the time to leave. “I lost my entire network,” she told me. “It was very disconcerting.” She blames the disruption of networks for the exodus: “We build networks so that we can understand how to navigate the organization—we figure out the path to get to the outcome. And when that path is removed, and you have to rebuild it, that’s very challenging. I think it’s probably why a lot of people said to themselves, ‘I don’t need to do this anymore—it’s too much work; it’s too hard. I don’t want to spend the time to rebuild.’”


Matt recalled the paralyzing effect of a newly acquired product portfolio on his team in marketing: “What that caused for the people on my team was almost like deer in the headlights. They’re kind of frozen.” He and his team weren’t sure whether to take on the marketing of the new products, or whether the marketing efforts would remain separate—and no one could tell them. The situation was complex, he explained, because the new products sat alongside some that his team was responsible for. “Should we be talking about these other related things, or should we hold back on them? It not only had an effect on how we talked about the new products, it also had a kind of a bad effect on how we talked about the rest of the adjacent portfolio products.” The uncertainty and mixed messaging persisted for a year.


Niamh jokes that there are only a few months in the year when people can get work done. By the middle of November, everyone’s thinking about the holidays. Early in the New Year, people start hearing about this year’s changes to the organization or the processes or whatever has come up on the change roulette wheel, and the next few months are taken up with working through all that. In the summer, there’s a rush to close the fiscal year strongly. Then summer holidays, then three months of productive work, and then the cycle repeats. “Why,” she asks, “do we have to change every single year, and every single year something new has to be announced? Why can’t we ever accept that we’re in a good place and just let it run?”


Linda has been through so many changes—mergers, spin-offs, reorganizations, acquisitions, layoffs, and changes of leader—that she started a spreadsheet to keep it all straight. Over the course of twenty-four years, she noted forty-four different changes across twelve companies.


Judith has had nineteen different supervisors in ten years.


Julie’s company had four CEOs in one year.


Roberto, knowing that change sometimes comes out of nowhere, pays close attention to his bosses. “I learned to read my managers and their behavior to see what is coming next,” he said. “If they’re constantly sending messages and communicating, then we’re fine. But if I start to not see them, or to not hear them for a week or two weeks, then I start to worry. It is like before a tsunami, when the water goes. You don’t see the water, and then the tsunami comes—all of a sudden, it comes, hard. So when everything is calm, I worry.”


Kathy has learned that if her boss stops talking to her when layoffs are being planned, then she’s going to be let go. In corporate circles, this is known as being on the List.


Melissa saw firsthand the impact of large-scale change on the teams in finance, legal, and HR who are often tasked with making it all happen: “I just one day burst into tears. I said to myself I think I’m done. I don’t think I can do this anymore.”


Christine remembered, in the weeks after her company was acquired, being told that the microwaves in the office needed to be replaced, because they were nonstandard. She remembered wondering whether, in the midst of great uncertainty about the future, that was really the most important thing to address given that the old ones seemed to work just fine. It became a joke: In the months ahead, people who had decided to leave would explain that it was because they had been deemed “nonstandard.”


Daniel questions the motives behind the many reorgs he has experienced: “Sometimes I feel like senior executives do reorganizations because they feel it’s a sign of progress—if they don’t change anything, they won’t be viewed as favorably.”


Angela joined a quarterly town hall meeting via video to hear the regular update from the CEO of her five-thousand-person company. The CEO greeted everyone in the room, announced that he was being replaced, briefly introduced his successor, thanked everyone, and left the stage.


Nancy felt the urge to shield the people below her: “I was trying to protect my team: Let me cover you up and protect you from this assault that is inflicted upon us from the top.” Nancy is a VP.


And Leslie has grown tired of what she terms the “toxic positivity”—when people, particularly in leadership roles, talk about there always being an upside to change, or a lesson, or that when one door closes, another one opens. “Sometimes,” she tells me, “you want to say, ‘Could you just fuck off now?’”
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I spoke to dozens of people about the topic of change. Interestingly, I had not asked them to tell me what was bad about it, but rather just to share their stories. Nevertheless, with only a couple of exceptions (which we’ll get to in a minute), the experiences people shared were overwhelmingly and arrestingly negative.


There were some patterns in the various stories. Many, but not all, started with a merger, or an acquisition, or a divestiture—the sorts of God-game moves beloved of the activist investors and investment bankers and management consultants. Almost all involved some sort of reorganization or leadership change. Many touched on layoffs and their impact, although layoffs were seldom the main event—in most cases, they followed a reorg, or a change of leader, or some type of M&A activity. Several people talked about the way in which the environment at work only amplified the large amount of turmoil in the world in recent years. Said one, “People are so on edge, because everything is so unpredictable in the external world. And then they come to work, and they’re like, ‘Oh, wait, more unpredictability. Really?’”


All the stories I heard were of change extending over months and usually years; although we might think of change as a discrete event, it has become instead an ever-present feature of the working world, such that if we are not embarking on a new change initiative, it’s only because we’re still digesting the last one.


And in exactly none of the stories did a leader reconsider his or her course of action once it had been embarked upon. Large-scale change follows a strikingly consistent pattern: Once triggered, it takes on a life of its own. There is no way, apparently, to get halfway through and think better of it; instead, organizations and their leaders become captive to their own change efforts. Sometimes this is even by deliberate choice: Many of the leaders in these stories seem to think that having the courage of your convictions is the same as ignoring the mounting evidence that things have gone awry.


This—the uncertainty, the turmoil, the exhaustion, the disempowerment, the disengagement, and the slim and tenuous hope that it will all be okay in the end—is organizational change in action, and it’s very hard to come away from conversations about it without questioning the proposition that the way we do change today is by its very nature a good thing, and that change itself is an unalloyed good. This point holds not just for the people on the receiving end, but also for the companies that instigate these sorts of changes. If you talk to the people on the front lines, the stories you hear are not of suddenly increased innovation or productivity or efficiency, but rather of desperate efforts to steady the ship and keep it afloat. It’s also hard to overstate the extent to which this is work today, so thoroughly have our ideas about the unimpeachable virtues of change colonized our workplaces and the thinking of those who shape them.


At the same time, however, a few of my conversations hinted at a more complex reality. At the end of a recitation of one upheaval after another and their combined effect on morale and sanity, an interviewee would pause, and I would ask if they felt, then, that change was, as we are so often told, a good and necessary thing. And they would brighten and smile and say yes, of course, because change is essential and without it the world would be an infinitely more somber place. “I believe in potential, I believe in possibility,” said one person, “and change is required for potential to happen. So I’m willing to see the possibility within the change.” But if I then asked my interviewee to explain that sentiment in light of the experiences they had shared—in light, that is, of how change actually, rather than idealistically, unfolds—they found this hard to do.


This points to a conundrum at the heart of change. Leaders, for the most part, aren’t launching disruption because they enjoy inflicting pain on people. Those in the trenches struggle to reconcile their experiences of change with their intuition that it is sometimes a good thing—or at least, that it should be—and most of us, I think, would agree that change is needed in some circumstances. Why, then, is such a supposedly good thing so often so miserable in practice? And, for that matter, how did we all come to agree that it is such an unquestionably good thing in the first place?


Footnote


i I have changed the names of those who told me stories about their experience of work, and I have on a few occasions lightly edited their words for readability and to reflect the fact that while we don’t always talk in paragraphs and sentences, we prefer to read in them. But the people you will meet in this book are all real people, and these are their real stories.















II. THE CULT OF DISRUPTION



Business worships disruption.


Its prophet was the late Clayton Christensen, who in 1997 published The Innovator’s Dilemma, in which he argued that the inevitable fate of large, established organizations is to have their lunch eaten by small, upstart organizations. Because small organizations don’t have to worry about meeting the needs of an established customer base, he said, and because these same organizations aren’t held to the standards of profitability that obtain in a mature industry, they are freer to innovate, to identify new ways to serve new customers, and then to thrash their way upstream until, all of a sudden, they have replaced the incumbents. This process leads to the dilemma of the book’s title: By doing exactly what is expected of them—by paying attention to customers and profitability—the executives of large, established organizations are paving the way for their own demise.


The path to salvation that Christensen offered these executives was to become the instruments of their own upheaval before anyone else could do it for them (or to them). They should create small organizations with license to innovate; wall them off from the rest of the company, thereby freeing them from corporate constraints; and then scale the new products and markets that emerged. They should make the disruptive forces work for them, not against them.


Christensen, then, observed a pattern in the industries he had studied, and observed what appeared to be a helpful response in a number of cases he had studied. This was perfectly fine; his data could be accepted or challenged, as could his prescription. But it was what happened next that led to trouble, because the pattern and the response became a slogan: Disrupt yourself.


Aided, as is so often the way, by its catchy distillation into two words, this notion proved enormously seductive. Not only could it claim a long intellectual pedigree—as far back as 1942, the economist Joseph Schumpeter had argued that the essential mechanism of capitalism was the death of the old, tired ways at the hands of the new, a process he called “creative destruction,” and before this, Charles Darwin had shown that the essential mechanism of life itself was the extinction of less well-adapted species at the hands of better-adapted ones—but it also offered corporate leaders a way to reimagine something that had hitherto been a threat as something that offered a competitive advantage. The best self-disruptors, it seemed, would be the last ones standing. Before long, what had entered the world as a specific observation about new entrants in established markets became transformed into a one-size-fits-all prescription for great swaths of corporate life, and along the way collected a few related ideas—that, for example, fast is always better, or that the first company to get to scale in a new market will win, and profits can come later—that together constitute a new orthodoxy of business thinking. Change is inevitable; we can be either its instigators or its victims; and if we choose to be its instigators, then we are pretty much automatically on the right track.


Christensen’s prescription has not escaped criticism. Jill Lepore, for example, wrote in The New Yorker as far back as 2014 that disruptive innovation is “an artifact of history, an idea, forged in time… the manufacture of a moment of upsetting and edgy uncertainty [that] makes a very poor prophet,” while describing exactly how widely and deeply the disruption Kool-Aid was being imbibed.1 The rare voices of concern, however, seem to have made little difference—and neither, as we will see shortly, has a wealth of social science findings illuminating the toxic effects on human beings of pervasive and continuous instability. Whether or not Christensen was right about the death and life of great corporations, his work continues to spawn a vast tide of disruption, and one that has long since departed the bounds of his original observations and is now proffered as justification for any sort of abrupt change or transformation or reinvention anywhere in a business. This stuff, we are told, is necessary. You can take courses in disruption at the business schools of Stanford, Cornell, Columbia, or Harvard, to name just a few;2 and you can, in a lovely piece of meta-irony, read about how these institutions are themselves being disrupted (and are doubtless scrambling to disrupt themselves in retaliation).3 You can read, on the cover of the Harvard Business Review, about the importance of asking “How Good Is Your Company at Change? You Can Improve Your Ability To Adapt,” or about how to “Build a Leadership Team for Transformation: Your Organization’s Future Depends on It.” And if it is the catechism of chaos you’re after, you can buy the inspirational posters and chant the slogans: Fail fast; disrupt or be disrupted; move fast and break things. It is hard to remember a time when there was any other idea about how to manage a company.
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Along the way, however, while we were all busily disrupting ourselves hither and yon, we somehow lost sight of the fact that change and improvement are two different things. Before Disruption, the usual line of reasoning was something like this: We need to fix this problem; therefore, we need to change. After Disruption, this has become inverted: We need to change, because then all the problems will be fixed. Before Disruption, the job of leaders was to identify issues and remedy them, and to identify nonissues and leave well enough alone. After Disruption, the job of leaders is to change everything all the time, because if we aren’t changing things, then someone else will and all sorts of unspecified badness will ensue. Before Disruption, the job was to move things up and to the right. After Disruption, the job is just to move things. In this way, the advent of disruption was also the occasion for an insidious bit of meaning creep. Right under our noses, all the change-y words—innovate, disrupt, change, renew, transform, update, reimagine, reinvent, refresh—came to share a single, unquestionable meaning: better!


In reality, things are not nearly as straightforward. Consider mergers and acquisitions, for example. It’s a long-established finding that most M&A activity destroys value: One study found that in 60 percent of cases, shareholder value is destroyed;4 another estimate placed this figure somewhere between 70 percent and 90 percent.5 Or consider layoffs. The Stanford professor Jeffrey Pfeffer has written extensively and persuasively about their impact and whether they make any sense, not just in human terms (which, he vividly illustrates, is a massively hard case to make) but also in dutiful-capitalist-maximizing-shareholder-value terms (which we might presume would be an easy case to make). On this second question of economic value, Pfeffer notes that “Layoffs often do not cut costs.… Layoffs do not increase productivity. Layoffs do not solve what is often the underlying problem, which is often an ineffective strategy, a loss of market share, or too little revenue.”6


But even if this is not always the case—even if there are occasions where a well-executed reorg or organizational transformation yields a true benefit—it’s still evident that a better accounting of the human costs involved would call into question whether and how often change makes an organization better off, and would lead us to a more refined understanding. As we saw a few moments ago, the people I spoke to about change at work recognize the importance of improvement in the world and they know that improvement implies change, but they’re also smart enough to know that organizational change does not necessarily imply improvement—that the arrow doesn’t necessarily go the other way. So they are capable of simultaneously yearning for improvement while lamenting the (frequently negative) effects of change. But this duality of change, this nuance, this sometimes-one-and-sometimes-the-other character of it, has been overwhelmed by the simpler, sexier notion that all change is good, all the time—and this, in large part, because of how psychologically attractive that idea is.


Sweeping change offers a leader the promise of decisive action in a role where cause and effect are often hard to discern. Leaders at an organization of any size have a surprisingly short list of things they can actually do. They can move resources from one place to another; they can signal what is important and what isn’t; they can position the organization favorably with its outside constituencies; and they can select and support the people directly around them. But they can’t actually make all the sales pitches, or fabricate the products, or write the code. Their job consists of encouraging, or supporting, or exhorting other people to do those things, and so their lives are spent at one remove from the scene of the action. Pulling one of the big shiny change levers slashes through the ambiguity—seizes, dramatically, the helm—and doing so in the knowledge that this will be presumed to be a Good Thing is doubly alluring.


The assumption that instigating some sort of decisive change is the fundamental job of a leader is, in turn, built into the very architecture of the role. Leaders are told to spend their first ninety days in a new role figuring out a plan for change, and then to launch that plan on day ninety-one, needed or not. Companies rotate leaders every couple of years or so, in the interests of maximizing their experience to all the facets of a large business, and each rotation triggers another ninety-day plan and another cascading series of changes. The reason that Robin’s interim boss launched a reorg the moment she was made the permanent boss is that this is simply what you do.


Because it’s expected, and because it’s assumed to be a good thing, change of this sort has become the ultimate easy button for leaders. Rather than the hard graft of creating actual improvement, all a leader has to do is a couple of reorgs or “transformative” acquisitions, spend a few months explaining how very visionary this all is, and make sure that by the time the dust has settled, he or she has moved on to the next thing. And if, while explaining, they manage to say the word “disrupt” a lot, they get extra-bonus-biz-dude points. A few years back, it was cool, in certain circles, to describe yourself as a Change Agent; now all the change agents are looking sad and slow, and all the cool kids are Disruptors.


And then there is a distinct whiff of heroism about the whole thing. Take a big bet and fail, and people will tell you how brave you were and ask you how much you learned, but no one has ever made a name for themselves by saying, “Let’s stay as we were and see where it takes us.” Meanwhile, the idea that in order to survive, you have to deliberately undercut your own business is next-level radical: Surely only those with the rarest intelligence and the deepest courage will be able to pull off the ninja move of saving their organizations by imperiling their most important products. The rest of us can only look on and marvel.






[image: image]








As is the way with big clarifying ideas, this fixation on disruption and change and their signature moves has crept into more and more facets of our daily work lives. It has led not just to constant reorgs and leader changes and new strategies and reinvented go-to-market approaches and acquisitions and mergers and new operating models and the like, but also to the software that magically updates itself overnight, so that Tuesday begins with a search for the buttons whose location was well-known on Monday, and whose function was well-integrated into productivity; and also to the new office layout, introduced without opportunity for comment for reasons that remain murky, and which entails packing and repacking and unpacking and no longer knowing where to find anything or anyone; and also to the hackathon at the quarterly offsite that starts not with a problem but with the challenge to reinvent the first thing that comes to mind; and also to the new coffee machine that no one can figure out how to use—each of these a little gnat bite of frustration or distraction, each a little more sand in the gears of the day’s work.


So complete is the conquest of disruption that it is heresy to speak against it, so total its colonization of the work-geist that it is taken as inevitable by all, regardless of whether they know anything of the intellectual history of the idea. It has left its origins behind and now exists as an unimpeachable truth, shorn of the baggage of evidence. We have come a long way from Christensen’s story of the mini-mills and the hard disk drives and the excavators, and from the idea of a small group of innovators, sealed off from the rest of a company, feeling their way toward a new product or market. What began as a model for improvement has metastasized to inhabit every facet of work today. Disruption is all—it’s in the water.


Large-scale change is necessary, always; instigating change is the way to win; and if you are not disrupting every element of your operations, you are losing. These are the commandments of the cult of disruption. And their effect on humans at work has been dire.
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