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PRAISE FOR MY STEAM ENGINE IS BROKEN


"My Steam Engine is Broken provides a map for executives seeking to lead their organizations through the challenges of today and tomorrow. The key, as the authors assert, is with people. Most organizations don’t just compete on products or services—they compete on culture. Nothing is more pertinent, and nothing is more challenging to grow and nurture. This book argues that we need to radically reassess many of the organizational behaviours that we have taken for granted for so long in order to create a culture that is appropriate for ‘The Age of Ideas’. The book is full of passion and offers important messages on organizational change through building an extraordinary culture that will drive long-term success."


Johan C. Aurik, Managing Partner and Chairman of the Board, A.T. Kearney


"We talk of a knowledge economy but in 2014, knowledge only gets you to the starting post. It is the ability to learn and to relearn that keeps organisations relevant now. Organisations are simply groups of people. However, many large organisational structures are founded on the fantasy that, at best, they are well oiled machines. The job of leadership is to hire great people, to tease out a shared purpose from them and to allow, to encourage, to forgive their talents, hopes and mistakes in the service of this purpose. This is not idealistic hogwash – it is the only efficient and sustainable path to the future.


Instead, sitting astride the machine, like a great sit-on lawn mower, leaders curtail, smother and silence those talents. This is not deliberate – it is because the tyranny of the idea of the hero-leader persists and the fear of mess, the difficulty of measuring curves over straight lines, the fear of not seeming certain – lead leaders back to the safety of the machine, reaching for levers.


But this idea is not safe. Quietly, the mavericks first, then the creatives, the young talented, disillusioned, the entrepreneurial, the round pegs, the senior women, the future leaders, the explorers and navigators are jumping ship and leaving the very institutions that need them most. Already they are heading for the door, leaving behind the grids and the grisly metrics, the fallen language and the powerpoint, the KPI’s and mandated behaviours to pursue different, more human, ideas of what success looks like. None of this is new.


This is a book, however, that calls on leaders to put on their overalls, roll up their sleeves and start loosening the bolts of their organisations. It’s a book that invites bravery and imagination to rethink organisations in a way that will make them fit for the future and fit, crucially, for the most talented young people to join and thrive in."


Tracey Camilleri, Associate Fellow, programme director, The Oxford Strategic Leadership Programme, Saïd Business School, University of Oxford


"As the steam-engine age progressed, the tendency grew to analyse business as a blend of mechanical and measurable factors. Reality is not so simple. As individuals we are biological and we behave both rationally and with predictable irrationality. Since organisations run on people power, this applies equally to organisations. Most leaders recognise that it is their people that make their organisations great. Few, however, recognise how easily undesirable human behaviour, including their own, causes catastrophic failure. The unwillingness to find, visualise and fix these unmeasurable, and predictable, behavioural and organisational risks leaves organisations - and their leaders - unnecessarily vulnerable. Thus we see patterns of failure that are repeated again and again."


Anthony Fitzsimmons, founder and chairman, Reputability LLP


"Creativity flourishes at the edges of things. It needs boundaries and it needs constraints. The world of business has been described to me as “amoral,” as if our behavior there need not concern itself too much with ethics. There is an affinity with the idea of self-as-scientist rather than self-as-artist; that what is necessary for good business leadership is clarity, precision, measurability and emotional detachment. These qualities are not necessarily wrong, but they are not always appropriate to the business of getting good ideas out of people and implementing them. And they exclude consideration of the deeper values that people express through the work they do and the choices they make."


Piers Ibbotson, founder, Directing Creativity


"An oft-quoted phrase, misattributed to Einstein, is “The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.” While used mainly to denounce political rivals, it does accurately describe the business management practices of the last two decades. In recent surveys of CEOs about their biggest concerns, they ranked innovation, engagement, and talent development among the top. These are the same problems that ranked among the top over a decade ago. The biggest difference between then and now is the number of consultancies, initiatives, methods and media devoted to solving these problems. Why aren’t they working?


Because lack of innovation, talent, and engagement are not problems, but symptoms – symptoms of command and control management practices that arose in the industrial age. The industrial age needed warm bodies to follow standard procedures quickly and efficiently. Because the work was mind numbing, monetary incentives were needed to keep people working hard. However, today we are firmly entrenched in the information age where we need intelligence, creativity, curiosity, collaboration and a sense of purpose to succeed. While companies understand this in the abstract, they still rely on the tried and true practices developed centuries ago.


In order to create the workplaces and the work forces that make the most of the human capacity to learn and create, we have to abandon command and control management. This change will require a leap of faith, jumping from the familiar practices that we know don’t work to a world of uncertainty and experimentation. Leaping into uncertainty is never easy, but if enough people jump, more will follow."


Karen Phelan, business author; consultant; co-founder Operating Principals


"This little book is not for the faint-hearted. It is no less than a Luddite charter, promoting the complete destruction of traditional command and control structures as a necessary precursor to embedding the creativity, innovation and connectivity required in organisations suited to the new age of ideas. Bracing stuff!"


Peter Rawlins, founder, Rawlins Strategy Consulting; former Chief Executive, London Stock Exchange


"You would have thought that with everybody going on about the ‘pace of change’, the rise of the digital economy, endless leadership initiatives and billions of pounds spent on consultants, today’s organisations would all be thoroughly evolved entities - agile, adaptive and zen-like in their ability to make things happen at will. But not a bit of it. As the authors point out - and to borrow a phrase from Philip Larkin - we are still witnessing a long sigh out of the nineteenth century. Leaders continue to talk about ‘levers’ to pull as if they’re running a machine, ‘delivering’ as if they were in charge of a post office, and ‘execution’ as if they managed a military phalanx. So there’s a mismatch between the rhetoric and the reality. It’s about time the gap was closed, and one way is indeed to change the language. No more steam trains and ‘efficiencies’: the machine metaphor has served us well but it doesn’t work anymore."


Robert Roland Smith, philosopher, author and business advisor


"There is no one answer, is there? The way to change the way we work together is to consider just what a complex, interconnected organism we generally find ourselves in, and then think about the array of little nudges and tweaks that might start to effect some changes somewhere else. Telling an organisation what to do won't do it. You might as well try and tame a murmuration of starlings."


John Willshire, founder, Smithery Ltd
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This book is dedicated to all those who decided to make an effort to change something in their own organizations.


To those who stood up for change, often at great risk to their own careers.


To those who set out to do what they thought made sense; not what the organization told them to do or what had always been done in the past.


To the pathfinders out there; the people who are unafraid to challenge conventional wisdom.


The war to change our organisations for the better is not lost, it has only just begun.
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Preface


Several years ago, Mark Powell, one of the authors of this book, was leading an executive development programme at Saïd Business School, at the University of Oxford, when he experienced something that had a profound effect on his thinking about organizations, and the relationship between organizations and the people that work for them. That experience led directly to the writing of this book.


It was a simple thing: a session with a poet, encouraging ‘courageous conversations’ about different aspects of the executives’ lives, touched a sensitive spot with one highly stressed senior executive, who sought Mark out after the session, asked if he could have a word, and quickly collapsed in tears.


As Mark told his co-author, Jonathan Gifford:


We were running a leadership programme for a group of senior project managers for a global company. As part of a one-week programme, we had a half-day session with a poet around the importance of the need to have what he termed “courageous conversations” with the different aspects of your life.


The session had a huge impact on everyone, as it made them reflect on the balance and tensions between their personal and work lives. After the session, one of the participants approached me. He was in his mid-thirties and pretty easy-going. He said: “Can I have a word?” and then proceeded to break down into little pieces. The session with the poet had had a profound effect on him.


Over the next hour he explained his problem. He had been working 60–70 hours a week for many months to meet the huge expectations his company had of him. He was working evenings and some weekends just to keep all his balls in the air. When he finally did get home, he faced the huge expectations of his wife and two young children who then assumed he was now “theirs”.


As he put it: “I just don’t know who I am anymore. I cannot remember the last time I even had a drink with a friend, or sat down and read a book.”


Between his work world and his personal world, he had simply disappeared.


Part of any coach’s job is to help executives to deal with the stress of their roles. Picking up the pieces after the occasional breakdown is arguably an occupational hazard. But the encounter stuck in Mark’s mind:


If I look at the human misery I was seeing – if I look at the broken people that I’ve tried to put back together, coming through leadership programmes, who have been sent to be fixed by the organization – the conclusion I’ve come to is that it’s not the people who need to be fixed.


Leadership development programmes have become a safety valve for organizations that are fatally, structurally flawed and are desperately trying to find ways of trying to fix the problem by fixing their people.


We have to build a more human organization, because the modern organization is so out of alignment with the evolution of our social and psychological understanding about what drives human beings. Ultimately, we are organic, emotional beings. The ability of modern organizations to actually leverage that – rather than destroy it – will be the secret of success for those organizations in the rest of this century.


This book explores 10 paradoxes – 10 things that organizations do that, paradoxically, prevent them from achieving the very goals that they have set for themselves. All of these paradoxes revolve around the relationship between the organization and the people who make up the organization. It is the authors’ fundamental belief that this constantly shifting collection of people is the organization: that organizations have (or should have) a distinctive and continuing purpose – the reason for their existence – but that this purpose only has meaning in a human context and can only be served by the various people who make up the organization as it endures over time.


It is these people who should be entrusted – as a whole – with the organization’s continued success, and its ability to fulfil its purpose.


This book will argue that a very primitive approach to management, inherited from our early industrial past, has persisted long after it became disastrously unsuited to the needs of the modern world and the needs of the people who work for modern organizations – or, rather, the people who are modern organizations.


More importantly for the organizations themselves, the failure of this heavy-handed, hierarchical ‘managerial’ approach – the failure to make intelligent people happy and fulfilled in the service of the organization – means that the industrial-era organization is doomed, sooner rather than later, to fail.


Fulfilled, self-motivated, ingenious, collaborative, social human beings will ensure the survival of any modern organization. But an unhappy, demotivated, disenfranchised workforce spells an organization’s doom.


Don’t take our word for it: think about the last time you had any dealings with an organization whose workforce was unhappy, demotivated, and disenfranchised. Will you be going back there in a hurry? See what we mean?


This book argues that the failure to change the industrial-era organization is due partly to inertia but more fundamentally to the sheer scale and importance of most modern organizations: these are the enterprises that have created huge wealth, prosperity, and wellbeing in the modern era. It takes a very brave caretaker to change them in any way that might put that huge prize at risk.


But the organization must change. Not because it would be “nice” if the organization was less damaging to its members, but because modern organizations will begin to fail – quite soon, very dramatically, and in large numbers – unless they change. This is already beginning to happen.


We are now in the Age of Ideas, not in the industrial era, and organizations that do not reflect this will be left behind. Their members will turn up for work, go through the motions, and leave their energy, ingenuity, and commitment at the factory gate. In a modern world where the pace of change is constantly accelerating, this will not produce the cutting-edge, ahead-of-the-race, innovatory results that an organization needs simply to keep its head above water.


Industrial-era organizations will be trampled underfoot by more agile and intelligent enterprises whose members are fully signed up to their projects and are firing on all cylinders. People who see the organization’s success as their success – in every sense of the word. What else could possibly prevail in the global marketplace: a bored, indifferent, uncommitted workforce, dully doing what they are told? Are you serious?


This book highlights 10 things that industrial-era organizations unthinkingly do that we believe are at the heart of the problem. They do these things because people have been doing things that way for a century or two, and because it has worked in the past. But it’s not working now.


My Steam Engine Is Broken suggests a number of different approaches that would dramatically improve the situation – things that are simple to grasp and easy to put in place. There are a number of different options suggested by a wide variety of people; some might work for you, others might not. We’re not being prescriptive, and we don’t believe that there is any one-size-fits-all solution. But there is a solution, and it doesn’t look like the industrial-era organization.


These things, taken in themselves, are not hard to do, and will not bring an organization crashing down. But the effect of these several, fundamental changes of attitude, implemented over a reasonable period of time, will be nothing short of revolutionary. The industrial-era organization – which this book will call the “steam-engine organization” – will be transformed.


The organization will be well served by its people, and people will be well served by the organization, because people will be allowed once more to be the organization. How radical – and how simple – is that?


DR MARK POWELL AND JONATHAN GIFFORD, AUGUST 2014




Introduction


My steam engine is broken


why the organization is no longer fit for purpose


At the heart of this book is a metaphor. It is a light-hearted metaphor, but it has a serious point.


The modern organization came into being toward the end of the 18th century, during the Industrial Revolution in Britain: a revolution in the means of production, fuelled by coal and symbolized by the steam engine, a remarkable new source of power that allowed us to pump water out of deep coal mines, giving us access to more of the precious black stuff. Later innovators put steam engines on wheels and in boats, and new forms of transport were devised.


For the first time in history, mankind was no longer reliant for its power on what nature provided: the power of animals, wind, or water. The manufacturing companies that sprung up, using the heat of coal and the power of steam to create an ever-increasing range of goods in unprecedented volumes at reducing costs, set the foundation of all modern economies.


The way in which those organizations were structured and managed has remained in place to the present day. It has been refined by “management science” and made ever more efficient, but it is has essentially the same old management and workforce, command and control, reward and punishment structure that would still be recognisable to a factory worker in Manchester, England, in the closing decades of the 18th century.


Let’s call this kind of organizational structure the steam-engine organization, in homage to the Industrial Revolution’s iconic new source of mechanical power. But the steam-engine organization was designed and built for a different era. Our steam engines are no longer fit for purpose. They must be transformed.
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The Industrial Revolution changed the world, immeasurably and for the better. Similar revolutions are still happening around the world today, as nations make the radical and turbulent shift from agrarian to industrial economies. These industrial revolutions are still driving huge increases in standards of living.


In the 18th century, Britain’s population tripled over the course of a few generations; and, for the first time in history, this surge in population was not reversed. Up until the 1740s, Britain’s population, like that of every other nation in the world, had been subject to periodic famines caused by the disasters that have afflicted mankind through the ages (typically drought, flood, war, and pestilence). But after the middle of the 18th century, though Britain suffered from the usual economic downturns, wars and epidemics, things began to get better. The wealth created by the revolution in manufacturing – combined with Britain’s enviable potion as the world’s leading trading nation and financial centre – began to take the country out of the previous cycles of want and plenty, dependant entirely on the productivity of the land. The newfound wealth sustained an increasing population and drove huge improvements in living standards and in public health. The country entered the modern age, soon to be followed by the rest of the world.


In the early 19th century, the young United States of America expanded into the huge, undeveloped territories to the west of the pioneers’ original settlements on the Eastern Seaboard at a time when the core innovations of the Industrial Revolution had become common knowledge: steam power, iron and steel production, the techniques of mass production. The combination of a wealth of natural resources and the means to transform them into manufactured goods for a rapidly expanding population quickly created the world’s largest economy.


Other countries around the world soon followed suit. The modern world is the strapping, healthy, privileged adolescent child of the Industrial Revolution. But there is a cost.


It is a subtle cost, and soon after the early days of the revolution, it probably seemed a small and perhaps inevitable price to pay. In the early days, people whose lives had been tied to the land had lived by the rhythms of that land. Their lives were governed by the cycles of daylight, and of seasons; by the life cycles of crops and of livestock. With the coming of the “manufactory”, all of this changed.


learning to live with “industrial time”


Life on the land was not, is not, and never has been easy. People who worked on the land often suffered great hardship; most lived in poverty. The opportunity to earn a wage drew people in their millions to the rapidly emerging cities dominated by new source of wealth: the factory.


When these people got to the cities, however, their lives changed. “Industrial time” was a new reality that people struggled, at first, to live with. Now there was always work, regardless of the weather or the time of day or the season. Overseers enforced punctuality and diligence. People were required to service the wonderful powered machines that produced the goods that brought the wealth, and the people were obliged to become more machine-like.


The effects were soon obvious to all. Writing in 1929, the Victorian essayist and historian, Thomas Carlyle, observed: “Men are grown mechanical in head and heart, as well as in hand.” The Industrial revolution had changed everything.


As we moved away from the old “craft” model of making things – home weavers, carpenters’ shops, jewellers, leather-goods manufacturers – so there was an increasing division of labour. People were employed to perform a particular task within an organization, and as work became more mechanized, so it became more mechanical. Workers of all kinds were managed and assessed, rewarded and punished, in attempts to increase their efficiency.


By the start of the 20th century a new discipline of “management science” sprang up to help to systemize ways of ensuring that people served the machines and the organization as efficiently as possible, epitomized by Frederick Winslow Taylor’s meticulous measurement of the time taken to perform each activity in a manufacturing process – down to one hundredth of a minute – and his insistence that there was and should be a complete divide between management (who planned a task) and workers (who carried it out).


Most managers had relatively little freedom of action themselves; they followed the instructions of their superiors. A handful of top “executive” managers took strategic decisions about the company’s overall direction and mode of operation.


In his book What Matters Now, business thinker Gary Hamel cites the remarkable fact that in America in 1890, nine out of 10 white males worked for themselves. Hamel points out that the inevitable result of industrialisation was that “unruly and independent-minded farmers, artisans and day-labourers had to be transformed into rule-following, forelock-tugging employees.” And we are still at it today, he argues: “working hard to strap rancorous and free-thinking human beings into the straightjacket of corporate obedience, conformity and discipline.”1


But times have changed. Or, rather, they should have.


As economies mature and production is increasingly mechanized, people are freed from the need to perform unrewarding, repetitive tasks, so that what is needed from workers is not their unthinking maintenance of mechanical processes but their knowledge, their ideas, their uniquely human attributes. Put another way, there is a huge opportunity to stop using people for something that they are not suited for – mindless, unrewarding, repetitive tasks – and to use them instead for things that they are uniquely good at: collaborating, problem-solving, having flashes of insight, inventing clever new devices and processes.


Despite a growing awareness of this essential truth, the modern organization has failed to change in order to seize this great opportunity. It clings stubbornly to its old, steam-engine structure.


Just as we see steam engines as quaint and rather charming reminder of days gone by, so we should see the old organizational structures as quaint (though, sadly, not charming at all) and no longer fit for purpose. The industrial-era organization – once the great driver of wealth and progress – is beginning to stifle progress.


We are leaving the industrial era and we are entering the Age of Ideas. This book will argue that we are all knowledge workers now, and that what is needed from us is our ingenuity – but steam-engine organizations are perfectly (and deliberately) designed to stifle ingenuity.


Steam-engine organizations seek to control the workforce to ensure the efficient production of a known process. Modern organizations can and must empower their workforce to astonish and surprise – to find new solutions and brilliant innovations.


WEALTHIER BUT NOT HAPPIER


The effects of the 18th century Industrial Revolution are still with us today. Many countries are still going through their own industrial revolutions, shifting their economies from an agrarian to an industrial/manufacturing base. The end result is hugely increased economic growth and dramatically improved living standards, leading to wealthier, healthier nations. But as is increasingly clear, these wealthier, healthier nations are not happier. Work, it seems, has taken over our lives. The organizations for which so many of us work seem to have become oppressive masters, demanding all of our time, leaving us richer in material goods but poorer in spirit.


New perils have entered our working lives: devoting most of our waking hours and energies to the organization is no longer a guarantee that the organization will continue to employ us. In the name of efficiency, the vast majority of modern organizations will quickly “downsize” when profitability is threatened.


This, we are assured, is one of the prices that we pay in order to benefit from the miracle that is the modern industrial economy. We must work as hard as is necessary to compete in the global market, and job security is a luxury that we must forgo in order to keep our organizations operating at maximum efficiency through rapidly changing economic circumstances. The end result is an increasingly stressed and anxious workforce, striving for maximum productivity in the face of global competitors who are straining every sinew to take over their market and put them out of a job.


Organizations that are surviving would claim that they are winning the battle. But there is a catch here. It is a very big catch, and that is what this book is about.


The skills and outcomes that the modern organization needs from its workforce cannot be provided by an over-stressed and anxious workforce. The organization used to assume that people were like slightly more nimble and possibly more intelligent versions of the machines that powered their output. The successful mechanization of many production lines seemed to prove the point: you only employed a human being if there wasn’t a machine that could do the job. Machines, after all, don’t get tired, don’t need comfort breaks, and don’t go on strike.


As computing power increases, managers look forward to the day when many white-collar skills can also be mechanized: for example, absorbing and analysing data, and then making a report; perhaps, with a good enough algorithm, even using that analysis to select an optimum solution to a particular problem.


Oh, brave new world, that hath such creatures in it!2


This could, indeed, be a brave but benign new world – a world in which any human function that can be replaced by a device is, and should be, so replaced. The real skills of human beings are, after all, far superior to any skill that human ingenuity may be able to programme into a device. This is not to denigrate the likely future capabilities of devices: humans will continue to devise machines capable of carrying out increasingly complex tasks; devices that will accomplish things that seem astonishing to us today; things that tax even human abilities.


But no inorganic device will be able to do what human beings do best, and effortlessly: work in large social groups; intuitively understand the social nuances of that group; individually conceive of brilliant new innovative ideas; collectively create complex solutions based on our shared experiences. Unfortunately – and this is the catch – steam-engine organizations are custom-built to repress all of these abilities.
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We need to focus on the things that only human beings can do; things that – remarkably – we do naturally, and willingly.
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Three things that only human beings can do




	
Innovate: individually generate radical, new, disruptive solutions


	
Socialize: work together in large social groups


	
Collaborate: create solutions based on the collective understanding





The second of these natural human abilities – the instinctive ability, evolved over millennia, to work collaboratively in large social groups – reminds us of another set of uniquely human attributes that inorganic devices will never emulate.


four things that collaborative human social behaviour gives rise to




	The ability to inspire and be inspired


	The instinctive ability to trust and mistrust


	Feelings of shame and pride


	The willingness to make sacrifices for the greater good





It is these uniquely human characteristics that allow us to work together successfully in organizations: to be inspired by a common purpose, to trust our colleagues and to want to be seen to be doing our bit, to feel pride in being part of something bigger than ourselves, and to be prepared even to make personal sacrifices to achieve this. These human qualities are at the heart of any emotionally healthy organization – and only emotionally healthy organizations will survive in the modern age.


Steam-engine organizations assume – implicitly or explicitly – that these emotions have no place in the workplace – that they are confusing distractions from the rational business of running an efficient enterprise. How wrong they are. These “emotional” reactions are the very stuff that binds people together in common endeavours.


The modern organization has become completely outmoded, but we have failed to notice this. We behave as if organizations are still “manufactories” whose only aim is to produce a unit of output as efficiently and cheaply as possible, using human beings as cogs in the wheels of the machine, because – sadly, as steam-engine thinking would have it – no machine has yet been devised that can replace the troublesome humans.


It is time to transform our steam engines: to improve their every function, every mechanism, little by little, to the point where the steam engine has been transformed.


Transforming the steam engine, bit by bit


The steam engine must be transformed into something fit for the age of ideas.


There is a growing groundswell of thinkers who have been saying exactly this for many years now: many of them will feature in the pages of this book. More importantly, ordinary working people have been clamouring, for many long years, for a change to their working lives; calling out for the opportunity to use their unique talents for the benefit of everyone; asking to feel more involved, more appreciated, more fulfilled by the working lives.


We have now reached a point of crisis – a tipping point in the history of the organization. Organizations will have to change, or
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MARK POWELL


THE AGGREGATION OF MARGINAL GAINS


Several years ago, I was very privileged to see a session run by Dr Steve Peters, psychological coach for the British cycling team. What he talked about in terms of what transformed a potentially interesting team into probably the greatest Olympic team in history, certainly for Britain, was two things. One was around reprogramming people’s psychology, in terms of allowing individuals to not let the emotional get in the way of the rational as they try to perform at a high peak. But the thing I thought was even more interesting was the recognition and the focus on the process of improving performance and changing things through the aggregation of marginal gains – the recognition that the idea that we live in a world where anybody can suddenly achieve huge step changes in performance has long since passed, and that the aggregation of many small incremental steps is the only way that you can transform performance or, indeed, organizations.


For me, that’s the key – that if you transformed enough elements of the steam engine over time, you would actually change it. The problem we have at the moment is that the organizational challenge around steam engine practices is so fundamental: it’s around structures, it’s around processes, it’s around philosophy, it’s around culture, it’s around measurements, it’s around the notion of “efficiency”. It’s all of these things, and when you look at it in its entirety, that’s just too big a deal. Which is why we effectively put plasters on the steam engine.


But if you rethink it in a different way, what we need to do is to break this whole problem down into a number of component parts, each of which is small enough to get your head around, and to say, “I can change they will begin to fail – suddenly, and in large numbers. The old steam-engine way of running organizations is no longer able to deliver the outcomes that these organizations desperately need in order to prosper, or even to survive.


Organizations need to be innovative and agile; they need to respond quickly to change in a world where the very pace of change is constantly increasing. The old command-and-control structures,
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this one thing.” If it was to do with cycling, one of the things may simply be to change the material of the helmet. It’s a small thing, but if I combine it with enough other elements, maybe I can change something quite fundamentally.


Maybe that’s where we’ve been going wrong with the organization. We’ve been trying to say: “How do we change the whole steam engine, how do we throw the steam engine away today and create a rocket ship tomorrow?” The answer is that you cannot do that, because it’s just too big and too difficult. But if we go back to that philosophy that the only way of radically changing performance is to aggregate multiple small gains, several things together might give you one second off your time. I’m a great fan of motor racing, where people spend millions of dollars chasing 0.1% of a second on the track. But chasing 10 or 15 or 20 times 0.1% of a second through different things – through the engine, through aerodynamics, through driver training, through whatever it may be – and by aggregating it all together, they can actually find a second on the track.


With the organization, it seems to me that we need to work out what are the 10, 15, 20 marginal gains that if we could achieve these individually and then aggregate them, we could start to re-baseline, and to change the steam engine into something far more different than just a steam engine with a few bolt-ons attached to it on the side.


This book is about rethinking the model; understanding what are the individual elements that together could give us an accumulation of marginal gains that might, just might, transform the steam engine.
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the old divisions of labour, the old “jump when I say ‘jump!’” mentality will not deliver this.


The organizational structure that is capable of delivering this is something completely different. It is made up of genuine communities of independently minded people, striving willingly to achieve common goals and taking great pride in their work, and deriving a deep sense of reward and fulfilment as a result.


That’s not going to happen with the old way of doing things. We all recognize this. But organizations don’t seem to be changing. Why not?


In this book we argue that the primary reason for a lack of significant change is that the organization, as whole, is a daunting apparatus to change. It is, after all, a great juggernaut of a steam engine. Where do you start? Which bits do you change? Who should be responsible for bringing about the change? Even small, supposedly agile organizations find themselves quickly slipping into the bad, steam-engine habits of hierarchy and control, of systems and efficiencies and a lack of genuine human community.


The answer, the authors believe, is not to try to dismantle the steam engine and build a new, modern organization from the ground up. That’s a nice idea, but it won’t happen – not with small to medium-sized enterprises, and absolutely not with great multinational enterprises or large institutions.


The answer is to transform the steam engine bit by bit. To recognize the fundamental issues that are preventing us from using our astonishing human skills and abilities to deliver what is needed, and to start to change the structures that are responsible for this, little by little.


ThE TEN PARADOXES Of STEAM-ENGINE ORGANIZATIONS


In the following chapters, 10 key “paradoxes” are identified and explored: things that steam-engine organizations do that are actively preventing them from achieving the outcomes that they desperately need if they are to succeed, or even to survive in the age of ideas. This represents a powerful force for change: the organization must change or fail.


There may be many different ways of tackling these paradoxes: each chapter will present the thoughts and practices of a wide range of business people, change leaders, management coaches, and innovators. This book doesn’t have all of the answers, but you, collectively, do. That’s what’s so great about the age of ideas.


Control: Organizations set out to control processes and people, but control stifles ingenuity, sharing, and innovation – things that the organization needs in order to survive and thrive.


Measurement: Organizations have become obsessed by measurement, but the metrics cannot reveal whether or not the organization is fulfilling its real purpose. Too much focus on measurement can actively prevent the organization from achieving its real goals.


Efficiency: Efficiency is important, but short-term efficiencies can destroy long-term potential; petty efficiencies destroy human energy and commitment, and “efficiency drives” can reflect mere lack of ambition – the inability to think of positive solutions.
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*And let it be noted that there is
nno more delicate matter to take in
hand, nor more dangerous to conduct,
nor more doubtful in its success, than to
set up as a leader in the introduction
of changes.

For he who innovates will have for his
enemies all those who are well off under the
existing order of things, and only lukewarm
supporters in those who might be better
off under the new.

This lukewarm temper arises partly from
the fear of adversaries who have the laws
on their side, and partly from the incredulity of
mankind, who will never admit the merit
of anything new, until they have seen
it proved by the event.”

Niccold Machiavelli (1469-1527),
The Prince
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“STRUCTURES OUT OF THE INDUSTRIAL AGE"

Organizations talk a lot about individuals and the human importance
of their people, and yet their entire approach is like our metaphor of
the steam engine.

We are applying organizational approaches and structures that are
out of the industrial age, which were set up in a world where we were
trying to organise mechanised production. But human beings are
about processes of creativity and innovation and engagement and
energy — the very things that modern organizations struggle
to understand.

When they send people on executive development programmes at
business schools to learn to behave differently, they are proceeding
on the fundamental assumption that the individuals are broken and
need to be fixed.

Over the many hundreds of hours I've spent talking to people
attending these programmes, I've come to realize that what really
needs to be fixed is the organizations themselves and the basic
assumption they are working on — the assumption that people need
to be aligned to the organizational requirement rather than the
organization needing to adapt to the requirements of human beings,
if they want to really get the kind of energy and the focus, and the
creativity that human beings are capable of.

Everybody increasingly recognises that these organizations are
archaic, are out of the industrial age; they e like steam engines. Steam
engines were amazing in their time; they fulfilled a phenomenal
function and were a great advancement. But over time, other
technologies and approaches develop. The steam engine became
an archaic symbol of a bygone age — as modern organizations
are today.
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“WHY HAVEN'T THEY DONE ANYTHING ABOUT IT>*

In a situation where it’s quite obvious that most modern organizations
are fundamentally not fit for purpose, in terms of the human side of
energy and creativity and innovation  the things that really drive
performance ~ the question you have to ask yourselfis” "Why haven't
they done anything about it?”

The conclusion I've come to over many years of working in this
space, s that because it's just too damn difficult. Changing a steam
engine by throwing it away and starting again is too difficult — it's too
hard. So what tends to happen is, organizations find a myriad sticking
plasters, if you like, to kind of patch up the age-old steam engine and
then pretend they ve actually done something fundamental. They
pretend that by putting those plasters on the steam engine they've
transformed it into a rocket ship, when all available evidence indicates
that this 50 far away from the truth, i’ laughable.

They will talk about human beings as being important to the
organization; they wil paint the walls in an office to make it colourful
for people. But, fundamentally, they are recognising that they know
the modelis broken, but al they are actually doing is putting patches
on the steam engine and hoping that people will believe that they ve
actually changed something — when the truth is they haven't changed
anything at all

Mark Powellin conversation with Jonathan Gifford
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