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Introduction
AN INVITATION



—JOHN UPDIKE’S TEACHER, GOLF DREAMS

Golf is life and life is lessons.




—BOBBY JONES

*

I think the happiest moments for a golfer are those that he spends in study and experimentation.



Comedian Jackie Mason tells a story about some wealthy boaters who bought luxury power cruisers without realizing that the engines weren’t installed. They liked to party with their boats tied up to the dock and never noticed the motors were missing! Management books are a bit like those boats—it’s very difficult to tell at a casual glance whether they have any “engines” in them.

This book has “engines.” There is power. It asks you to read it, to go on a journey with the writer. I have an ongoing fascination with management and a long-standing passion for golf, and as far as I am aware, this is the first time these two activities have been brought so closely together. This book is for all those managers who have ever launched a change effort with high hope of success, only to stand by powerless as the initiative drained away into the sand. It is also for all those golfers who have ever stepped onto the first tee brimming with confidence, only to end up hacking about in the rough.

Many managers are skeptical about what they can learn from management books. I share that skepticism. As a former manager who has spent twenty-five years in a variety of industries, I know that no book can tell me exactly what to do. How could a writer on management possibly know that? They may have a lot of information, but they don’t have on-the-ground knowledge. They have no idea of the contexts in which I work, of my skills and abilities, of the people and personalities I have to deal with, of the subtle dynamics of my industry. I doubt if many managers listen to speakers or read management books to be told what to do. I know I don’t. I look for perspectives and experiences that will help me frame what I am currently doing. If I can make sense of my own experience, then I will know what to do. This book will help you do that—to coordinate your experience across several fields, especially golf and management.

There’s another problem with books on management. Knowing what to do is not the same as knowing how to do it. Golfers share this problem; I have been playing golf since I was twelve. Like many fellow fanatics, I have taken scores of lessons and hit thousands of practice balls. I have also read (and been given!) a lot of books on golf. No activity, other than management, has more books on advice about what to do. And yet, as every golfer knows, improvement is a real struggle. If it were a question of theory, we would have no trouble, but when it comes to performance, that’s another matter.

Maybe “how to” books are misnamed. They are really “what to do” books that leave a whole lot unsaid about implementation. When we were kids the instructions were simple: eat your carrots, say “please,” always flush. When we get into more complicated tasks, our tribulations mount quickly. It’s no wonder that many people don’t bother to read computer manuals. They rarely tell you what you want to know, and they often assume the very knowledge you are trying to gain. As a result, you understand the instructions only after you no longer need them! When it comes to complex activities like golf and management, as the book makes clear, the whole instructional model starts to fall apart. Improvement comes only from well-structured experience and perfect practice.

Only recently have I understood why this should be and been able to change things for the better—hence the book in your hands.

This book is about getting things done, about implementation. More precisely it is about the problem of execution. It is about the gap between ideas and action and how to bridge it. It is written for all managers who have an interest in improving their own effectiveness and the performance of their organizations. Ideally they should also have some experience with the game of golf and be interested in improving their golfing performance. Knowledge of golf is not essential, however, for throughout the book there are illustrations drawn from many forms of artistry. It is something of a leap to see both managing and golfing as forms of art: we tend to see managers, in particular, as intensely practical people who deal with the world as it is. My argument, however, is that expert managers and top golfers are just as much performers as any other artists. They are designers and makers of their worlds, not manipulators.

So if golf is not a source of excitement for you, just skim through those sections until you come to a more congenial image. There are examples drawn from music, athletics, swimming, art, and, of course, the management of organizations of many kinds. In the process you may even come to appreciate the subtleties and delights of golf!

Throughout the book I use the theory of complex systems as a discipline to focus and concentrate on golf and management. The introduction of a conceptual lens between the two activities helps us to select features and relationships to study. On the surface, golf and management seem to be two very different activities. The systems lens allows us to see their underlying similarities and to look at each of them from the perspective of the other.

I will be supplementing the complexity framework with some of the latest results and thinking from teachers of golf and management and from the fields of sports science, artificial intelligence, neuroscience, and cognitive and evolutionary psychology. In the process we will get a better understanding of all three components of the framework—golf, management, and complex systems.

Readers of this book will learn
  	
how to look at themselves, their organizations, and their golf swings as complex systems with dynamic processes that are layered in space and ordered in time. 
 	
the important difference between hierarchies of command-and-control and hierarchies of control and the advantage of systems that are built up in modular fashion. 
 	
the central importance to learning as well as control in all complex systems of timely, effective feedback and why ineffectiveness is often due to our inability to pay attention—to sense a situation accurately and understand the context in which we are operating. 
 	
why so much depends upon self-regulating processes and why focused attention is the scarcest resource in all such systems. Indeed, the ability to pay attention may be the single critical difference between top performers and also-rans. 
 	
why the differences between top-level and other performers in business and sports are due to qualitative rather than quantitative factors: that is, top performers don’t just practice more, they practice differently, with both focus and effective feedback. 
 	
why intellectual knowledge of the need to change behavior is insufficient to trigger the change. The need to change must be felt viscerally, not just appreciated conceptually. This is achieved by complete immersion in the problem situation. 
 	
why the biggest barrier to change in golf and management is our reluctance to give up power—top-down power. For until we give up this unilateral, effortful, coercive power, we cannot experience the other kind of power—bottom-up, effortless, synergistic power.

 	
how an exclusive emphasis on final outcomes in management and golf can destroy the practice of the skills necessary to produce top-level performance. Using financial results as your only measure of management performance is just as helpful as thinking about your golf score during the swing. It’s a desirable outcome of good performance, but a very poor guide to right action! 
 	
how to practice at management and golf in ways that promote the development of repeatable skills at many levels. In both activities this means the use of drills and simulations that mimic conditions encountered in the real world. In contrast, the annual budgeting process in many companies, when looked at as a vehicle for practice and improvement, is almost totally dysfunctional. 
 	
how to coach and mentor individuals so that they can improve their performance by providing timely, specific feedback at the appropriate levels of the systems involved. This feedback must be supplied in a language that the learner can understand and use to change behavior. 
 	
how to integrate multiple skills across levels to produce sustainable improvement in performance in management and golf. In golf it’s the rhythm and tempo of a swing that flows effortlessly, with the ball flying toward the target as if it had been pulled there. In management it’s the ongoing integration of sound disciplines with continual experimentation via the creative process we call leadership. 
 	
why imagination is so critical to both management and golf because it allows us to build systems based on “pull” rather than “push.” Imagination is not just an adjunct to reason, it underpins it and is shot through it. Imagination is woven throughout our physical and mental existence. It is the mediator of perception and the catalyst for action, the primary instrument of our will. 
 	
the central importance of stories in focusing attention by helping individuals, teams, and companies to organize their experiences in the physical, biological, and psychological worlds in which we live.

 

Thus my objective in writing this book was to help us reorganize our experience: to connect what we already know in a new way. For it is by organizing experience that we turn ideas into action and make meaning of our lives and those around us. In short, it gives us power to go on the journey.

Come with me—it’s time to step onto the first tee….

Important Note About the “Course”

The book consists of eighteen chapters of varying length, each of which has a “par” and a nominal distance in yards. Think of it as a long (over seven thousand yards), old-fashioned, links-style course with a slightly quirky layout but a generous par of 73. There are four par-5s but only three par-3s! To get a quick idea of the “course,” read chapters 1 and 2 and then 17 and 18. If you have time to look at only one chapter, read chapter 17—it is, in effect, an executive summary.

Good luck!

*This and subsequent quotations from Bobby Jones are taken from S. L. Matthew (ed.), Secrets of the Master, a collection of Jones’s syndicated columns from the 1920s.



Making the Links


Par-4 307 yards


Institutional education has overemphasized conceptual learning to such a degree that value in, and trust of, the natural process of learning directly from experience has been seriously undermined.
—TIMOTHY GALLWEY, THE INNER GAME OF GOLF






Leaders think that they can substitute new ideas for old before they have changed the action tendencies, habit systems, of people. As this cannot be done, revolution after revolution fails. The first thing a normal class of revolutionists should be taught is that behavior must be changed through experience, that it cannot be changed through the impact of ideas.
—MARY PARKER FOLLETT, CREATIVE EXPERIENCE





Is there a connection between athletic skill and management ability? The June 1998 issue of Golf Digest contained the first ever ranking of the golf handicaps of the CEOs of America’s largest corporations. The magazine surveyed the three hundred publicly traded corporations in the Fortune 500 and succeeded in obtaining 110 handicaps sanctioned by the United States Golf Association. Top of the list was Scott McNealy of Sun Microsystems with a handicap index of 3.2 (the index is an adjusted handicap to reflect the relative difficulty of the courses played). Jack Welch of GE followed him closely with a handicap index of 3.8. The list continued all the way down to William Steere of Pfizer, whose handicap was 34.0.

Shortly after this, The New York Times commissioned the well-known compensation expert Graef Crystal to correlate the handicaps with the performance of the corporations. He found that over the previous three years the corporations that generated the best returns were led by the CEOs with the lowest handicaps. The results were statistically significant, and the Times article speculated as to why this was the case. Were natural leaders also natural athletes? Did time on the golf course build social skills and contacts that allowed golfers to make better deals? Perhaps the years spent caddying developed golf skills and exposed young people to business jargon early in life? And so on.

Some nongolfers viewing these statistics might argue that the time the golfing executives spent on the golf course kept them out of the office, allowing their subordinates to get on with the job more effectively! This argument may have merit, but it need not reflect badly on the golfers. After all, the selection of effective subordinates and the creation of contexts in which they can get on with the job is an essential part of management. No organization can be effective for long if it depends upon the continuous presence of one person. So the question remains, why did this correlation exist? Although this book was begun long before The New York Times published its findings, I hope to throw a good deal of light on this question. For continued success and improvement in both golf and management require a deep understanding of how complex systems function, and there is a great deal to be learned by comparing the one activity in terms of the other—systematically.

Golfonomics

If you have picked up this book looking for a humorous piece written about golf and management, you may be disappointed. There is humor in it; for often things happen in both golf and management where all one can do is laugh! But this book is a thoughtful attempt by someone who is serious about both golf and management to understand the parallels between the two activities, particularly as they apply to learning and improvement in performance. For many years I have been struck by the similarities between the two activities, but I have never been able to explain what they were or why they existed. Now, with the help of a framework developed from the emerging study of complex systems, it can be done.

Organizations are incredibly complex, and they can be understood only by analogy with things and processes with which we are more familiar. My central analogy for this book is a complex system that we all know well—our own bodies (and brains) engaged in one of our more enjoyable diversions, playing golf. The complex, systemic nature of our bodies is, however, well hidden from us. They regulate themselves so well that in the normal course of a healthy life we are rarely aware of them. It is only when our bodies are stressed, less pleasantly by disease or injury and more pleasantly by physical activity such as sport, that we realize how complex they really are. Golf in particular, as a target sport that engages the whole body, is especially demanding. In fact, some might argue that golf is closer to a disease or an addiction than a sport! Writer John Updike calls it a “narcotic pastime” and a “non-chemical hallucinogen.” As such it holds its sufferers in a condition somewhere between sickness and health. A few years ago this charge was featured prominently in an article in The Economist, which blamed the collapse of the Asian economies on an “obsession” with the game. Titled “Asia in the Rough” and appearing under a section headed “Golfonomics,” the article was published in the often tongue-in-cheek year-end issue of 1997:


Golf fanatics often find it hard to put the reasons for their addiction into words. They talk of the camaraderie of the course, the striving after a sort of perfection, and the joys of the fresh air, exercise and natural beauty. But the game can be seen in another way, too: as a symptom of a social, political, economic and environmental malaise whose effects are only just beginning to be felt. Many theories have been put forward to explain why the economic progress of South-East Asia has so suddenly left the fairway: the forces of globalization; misguided economic policies; exclusive and unresponsive political systems; a pursuit of growth at the expense of everything else, including the environment and the livelihoods of the poor. The phenomenon of golf unites all these hypotheses.*





The article went on to describe the growth of golf in Asia as “cancerous” and accuse the game of embodying “a clubbish elitism, an almost feudal social order.” Golfers were not amused, and the article attracted apoplectic letters from Peoria, Tokyo, and Karachi that the magazine’s editors felt compelled to publish under the heading “Golfing Humour”!

The Economist article may reflect the current confused state of economic theory and our inability to predict such major events as the meltdown of an entire region, but from a systems point of view it may have been on to something. After all, this was not the first time that golf has been accused of having dangerous consequences for the social “body.” In the fifteenth century a succession of Scottish kings tried to outlaw the game, culminating in the ban of 1491:


It is statute and ordained that in na place of the realme there be used Fute-ball, Golfe, or uther sik unproffitable sportis contrary to the common good of the Realme and defense thereof.†





Apparently golf and football interfered with archery practice, putting the safety of the nation at risk. As precision sports requiring considerable practice, golf and archery have a lot in common. In England this was underlined three hundred years later when, at the outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars, the British army gave serious consideration to sending companies of bowmen to fight with the forces of General Sir Arthur Wellesley (later the duke of Wellington) in their campaigns on the Iberian Peninsula. There was no doubt that the longbow, with its thirty-inch “clothyard” arrows, was a superior weapon to the musket. It had equivalent range and accuracy, with a much greater rate of fire and higher reliability. The problem was training. Interest in archery had declined over the centuries (perhaps owing to golf—we know that the bow makers diversified into the manufacture of the early wooden clubs!), and the archers would have to be taught from scratch. A raw recruit could be trained to use a musket effectively in a day: the training of effective bowmen took years and required regular weekly practice at the butts. The plan was dropped.

Golf as a Shared Experience

I don’t believe that understanding the golf swing is any simpler than understanding organizations. But at least, as golfers, we are familiar with it. Every day we act in systems that we don’t completely understand, often with quite successful outcomes. These activities range from driving a car to maintaining interpersonal relationships to managing in global markets. While we may not have an intellectual understanding of these complex systems, we do have some kind of knowledge of them. This knowledge is best described as an intuitive “feel,” or knowing-in-action, as it has been called: it is a knowledge that is embodied in our motor and perceptual skills, enhanced by training and experience.

The golf swing is an activity like that. It is also a shared physical experience that all golfers have and can serve as a common platform of knowledge on which to explore ideas about habits and about change. For golf is one of the most demanding individual sports, and all golfers know how difficult it is to maintain a consistent standard, let alone improve at the game. The reasons for this are systemic. They must be, because everyone experiences them! And if we can understand the systemic reasons golf is such a difficult game, perhaps we can understand why managing and improving business organizations can also be so challenging. For the fact is that, at least as measured by popular financial standards such as economic value added, many businesses score worse than “par” for most of their lives. Getting a business to perform at par or better is a significant achievement.

The Head-Down Theory of Knowledge

Historically the teaching of both golf and management has suffered from what I call the “head-down theory of knowledge.” This theory of command-and-control assumes that the head or the brain is the most important part of the body, the primary container of knowledge, and the “boss” of the rest of the components. All that is required for excellent performance is for the head to tell the rest of the organization what to do and for them to obey immediately—then it will happen. In golf this takes the form of long lists of instructions:
  	Try to make a big turn.
 	Keep your left arm straight.
 	Tuck your right elbow in.
 	Drive your legs for power.
 	Keep your head down.
 	Etc.
 



David Leadbetter, one of the best-known teachers of golf, describes these kinds of instruction as “an unhealthy diet of myth and folklore, which seems to exist wherever the game is played…. Though there may be some truth behind the principles upon which these clichés were originally based, taking them too literally or out of context, can seriously inhibit your ability to swing a club with a free-flowing motion … these tired expressions get you thinking too much.”*

The head-down theory of knowledge is deeply embedded in management theory and practice, and its lineage can be tracked back to antiquity via the military and religious institutions that are the ancestors of our modern organizations. It is difficult to distinguish, for example, between the management philosophies of Frederick the Great (1712-1786), king of Prussia, and the founder of modern management thinking, Frederick Taylor (1856-1915)! “No one reasons, everyone executes,” was the first Frederick’s famous dictum, reflecting his sole responsibility for situational analysis and the development of strategy. His relatively small forces, with their professional officers and press-ganged soldiers, were eventually swept away, however, by Napoleon’s massed columns. Napoleon had discovered that huge masses of men could be managed using ideological means in addition to the basic disciplines. Napoleonic armies could forage for food and live off the land without deserting. They could take cover from fire and still move ahead and inflict severe losses on a fleeing enemy without loss of control. The powers of mass and maneuver proved devastating. None of these actions was open to Frederick the Great or commanders who built armies on his model—the human material with which they worked was just too unstable.

Perhaps it was the composition of the workforce that explains, at least in part, Frederick Taylor’s management philosophy. For it was developed on the shop floor at a time when the workforce often consisted of new, unskilled immigrants. Taylor viewed them as ox-like—“heavy both physically and mentally,” whose work could be performed by training an “intelligent gorilla.” “All possible brain work should be removed from the shop and centered in the planning or laying-out department,” wrote Taylor, “… leaving for the foreman and gang bosses work strictly executive in nature. Their duties should be to see that the operations planned and directed from the planning room are promptly carried out in the shop.”*

Although Taylor’s management philosophy was complex and more subtle than that of his disciples, his methods were embedded in all modern mass-manufacturing systems, where they performed effectively for many years, notably in the automotive industry. The whole system would be swept aside in the 1980s, however, by the emergence of the Japanese “lean” manufacturing systems developed by Toyota and Honda. As we shall see, this system, with its roots in Japanese religious and cultural thought, is inherently not a head-down approach.

In North America the professional schools’ view of knowledge has been overwhelmingly head-down. In the teaching of management, this perspective has been most prominent in the field of business policy, where the formulation of strategy has been taught as being prior to and separate from the implementation of that strategy. In management practice this led to the illusion that plans could be developed at the “head” office and then handed down to the “branches” for implementation. Although its proponents have argued that this split between thinking and doing was made for teaching purposes only, in the classroom the head-down theory results in the use of what longtime Harvard Business School professor Fritz Roethlisberger called “verbal wands”:


At the drop of a hat the students would reorganize the company and provide it with all the standards and controls it needed. If the management did not know its costs, for example, it should install a cost-control system; if management did not know what the consumer wanted, then it would do consumer research; if foremen were not supervising well, foremen training should be introduced; and so on and on…. Not only were the students well equipped to make an organization into a perfect organization, they were well equipped to change people’s attitudes, motivations and personalities into the proper ones. At the stroke of their verbal wands, they could change deviant employees into conforming ones; untactful supervisors into tactful ones; autocratic supervisors into democratic ones; apathetic workers into highly motivated ones … and so on and on.*





The use of the “verbal wands” that Roethlisberger complained about was, unfortunately, not restricted to the MBA classroom. It is still widespread in management, especially in the consulting community, where it has become so common that we hardly notice it. A recent article in the Harvard Business Review entitled “The Smart-Talk Trap” lamented the gap between knowing and doing in contemporary business and explained, “Managers let talk substitute for action because that’s what they’ve been trained to do…. Smart talk is the essence of management education at leading institutions in the United States and throughout the world. Students learn how to sound smart in classroom discussions and how to write smart things on essay examinations…. They don’t actually have to implement the recommendations or act on the insights that emerge in the conversation.”*

Now the head-down approach is great for teasing out the priorities, the great issues and questions that an organization must address. But for effective performance, these “good questions” cannot be answered on the same level at which they are asked: they must be addressed on many levels throughout the organization. The “head” conducts the inquiry, but it’s the “hands,” the body of the organization, that has to respond.

An Embodied Theory of Knowledge

Throughout this book I will be using a very different theory of knowledge—the idea that knowledge as well as “mind” is best seen as a quality that is distributed throughout our organizations and our bodies. It is an evolutionary view of the mind as consisting of myriad special-purpose mechanisms, each of which has been honed over evolutionary time to deal with recurrent challenges to our survival and growth. These mechanisms are buried so deeply within us that we are rarely aware of them—we don’t know what we know. I will argue that improving effectiveness in both golf and management depends upon surfacing, developing, and transferring this tacit knowledge that is buried deeply within all complex systems and organizations.

This concept of knowledge is also buried in our language. The roots of the word know are the same as those for the word can, with the Scots ken (as in the question “D’ye ken?”) being a neat blend of the two. True knowledge is always about personal experience: it is “know-how” and deals with our capacity to act, to get things done. Knowledge, therefore, is about competence. This implies that our knowledge of most of golf and much of management is subjective and practical, rather than objective and theoretical. In the case of golf, knowledge is embodied—it exists in our bodies and our brains, and not just in the conscious part of our brains. In the case of organizations, knowledge is embodied everywhere. It is encased in the systems and the technologies: it exists within and between individuals as well as in larger groupings inside the organization such as teams, departments, and divisions. Knowledge also dwells among organizations—between a business and its customers and suppliers, for example.

Teaching and Learning Embodied Knowledge

It is the tacit, embodied nature of knowledge that makes it so difficult to teach and transfer. In real time we are largely unaware of how complex systems such as our bodies and our organizations function. We cannot access what is happening, let alone express what is going on. So we always know much more than we can tell. For this reason, while tacit skills can be acquired, they are extremely difficult to teach. And even the acqusition of tacit skills in complex systems is not easy. All the evidence is that they can be learned only through personal action and continual practice. All golfers know this (even though they may not follow its implications), but somehow the message has only just started to trickle through to the field of management. It is over forty years since Peter Drucker described management as a practice, yet we still don’t understand what that entails. Drucker himself has never really explained what he meant:


Effectiveness … is a habit; that is, a complex of practices. And practices can always be learned…. Practices one learns by practicing and practicing and practicing again.*



But how do we practice management? What kinds of habit are desirable? What activities are required? How should they be performed?

Drucker has always emphasized the need for managers to be organized and systematic:


Strategic planning … is the continuous process of making present entrepreneurial (risk-taking) decisions systematically and with the greatest knowledge of their futurity; organizing systematically the efforts needed to carry out these decisions; and measuring the results of these decisions against the expectation through organized, systematic feedback.*





It’s difficult to disagree with this advice, but it does beg many questions. What does it mean to be “systematic” and “organized”? We can be systematic only if we understand the relationships among the variables in a system and know what activities lead to which results. To be organized we have to know the logic of cause and effect, so that we can do “first things first.” But how do we obtain such knowledge? And what exactly is “systematic feedback”: what is its role, and how do we arrange for it to be present? In short, what are the essential qualities of a system? These questions raise a host of other issues. How do individuals learn in organizations? How do we transfer knowledge from experts to novices? How do we turn information, “know-what,” into knowledge, “know-how”? How do we transform ideas into action?

There is plenty of explicit knowledge (sometimes called “information”) around on how to play golf and how to manage, but there is relatively little written about how to turn information into behavior, to turn “know-what” into “know-how,” to create practices that are effective. This book takes up the challenge.

Summary

At one level this book examines the systemic similarities between golf and management using the theory of complex systems as a lens between the two activities. This approach promises to deliver a number of valuable insights in how to improve performance in both activities. At a deeper level the book is about the relationship between thought and action, the brain and the body. The traditional Western head-down theory of knowledge stresses the primacy of reason and logic. It pervades our culture and is particularly noticeable in the teaching of both golf and management. This book takes a different perspective and tries to redress the balance with a more “body up” view. It stresses the primacy of the body, both in the evolution of thought and in the control of the behavior of complex systems.

The reader may well be skeptical that a close relationship can be developed between activities as apparently dissimilar as golf and management. In the next chapter I will outline some aspects of the curious parallel between the two.

*The Economist, December 20, 1997, p. 85.

†Robert T. Sommers, Golf Anecdotes, p. 12.

*Positive Practice, pp. 37-39.

*Scientific Management, pp. 98-99.

*The Elusive Phenomena, p. 128.

*Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert I. Sutton, Harvard Business Review, May-June 1999, p. 136.
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A Curious Parallel


Par-4 433 yards

The golf swing is a most complicated combination of muscular actions, too complex to be controlled by objective conscious mental effort. Consequently, we must rely a good deal upon the instinctive reactions acquired by long practice.

Much of the error of historians, economists and all of us in daily affairs, arises from imputing logical reason to men who could not or cannot base their actions on reason.

The par-4 18th at Harbour Town on Hilton Head Island in South Carolina is one of the finest finishing holes in all of golf. Set beside the waters of Calibogue Sound, it measures up to 478 trouble-filled yards in length. From the air it’s shaped like a crawling snail at full stretch, tail on the tee and head on the green. On the right-hand side, along the flat underbelly of the snail, it’s out of bounds all the way. The landing area for your drive is on the broad hump of the snail, which swells out into the dense sea marsh that fringes the sound.

The line to take is toward the famous red-and-white-striped lighthouse, but depending on the location of the tees and direction of the wind, you may not want to hit a driver. For at 270 yards out from the back tees, the sea surges in to take a big bite out of the fairway and it’s easy to run out of room. In any event, the second shot is almost always a medium to long iron over the marsh. Par is a good score.

It was a lovely, bright afternoon when we came to the 18th, but there was a steady breeze into our faces and I knew that I would have to keep my drive low to stand any chance of getting home in two. Par on the 18th hole would see me break 80 for the first time on this tough course. I teed the ball low, put it a little back in my stance, just as the pros say you should, and tried to punch it into the wind. To my horror, I hit a sharp snap hook to the left and the ball dived like a rabbit into the tall grasses of the marsh.

“Bad luck,” sympathized one of my golfing partners.

“It looked like you came over the top,” suggested another, trying to be helpful.

But I was too shattered to respond. It wasn’t bad luck, it was the same old story: just as things were feeling right, I had managed to mess them up. I hit a provisional drive and, too disgusted to watch its perfect flight, set off to hunt for the first ball. Why? I asked myself, Why, why, why?

Struggling with Golf

I have been playing recreational golf for over forty years now. I began at the age of twelve, when my grandfather, who was a keen golfer, undertook to teach me. Twice a week he and I went out to practice and play golf. We had a wonderful time and I improved steadily, eventually playing to a single-figure handicap. Over the years I have always been able to hit the ball solidly, but like all golfers, I have struggled with my inconsistency. I think I have been more erratic than most, for my problems went beyond the usual bad shots—the wayward drives, mishit irons, blown chips, and erratic putting.

From time to time my swing just seemed to “fall apart.” Usually “it” happened between games, but sometimes “it” happened between holes. The difference was dramatic. On those occasions the movements that had worked so well the previous week or even on the last hole just wouldn’t produce the same results. I was using the same swing and the same swing thoughts, but the results were now terrible: hard pulls and vicious hooks (sometimes in the same shot) spiked with the occasional sh-----k (I hate to use that word). And I never knew which one of them was coming next! If there is any other combination of shots more destructive of a reasonable score in golf, I cannot imagine what it is. That low hook, in particular, seems to have a mind of its own. “You can talk to a fade,” said Lee Trevino, in a philosophical mood, “but the hook won’t listen.” The legendarily taciturn Ben Hogan was more visceral about it: “I hate a hook,” he once said. “It nauseates me. I could vomit—it’s like having a rattlesnake in your pocket.” I’ve never had a rattlesnake in my pocket, but I know what he meant. That hook can bite you at any time.

I would go home in despair and fling my clubs into the basement, vowing never to play the game again. But sooner or later, usually within the week or so, a thought would come to me about what I was doing wrong. It would just come straight out of the blue, usually when I wasn’t concentrating on anything in particular: the early morning shower was an especially fruitful time for such notions. Even though my conscious mind had forsworn thinking about golf, apparently my unconscious mind had been plugging along all the time, living with the problem. Hmm … that’s right, I would think. I have been doing that. Let’s see what Hogan has to say about it. And as soon as I had finished my shower I would open my well-thumbed paperback copy of The Modern Fundamentals of Golf searching for the appropriate section. Sometimes it was the arrival of my subscription (which I had meant to cancel) to the latest golf magazine that triggered the process. There would be a full-page photo spread of the swing of the latest, hottest player and perhaps an article entitled “How to Cure the Sh-----ks.” I would pore over it, searching for clues to a remedy for my malady. Before long I would find myself rummaging for the clubs in the basement, preparatory to heading out onto the lawn, where I could catch a glimpse of my swing reflected in a window. Hmm … let’s just take a look at this….

The next step would be a visit to the practice range. There it was easier to get into a rhythm, and sometimes, very occasionally, the whole swing would snap back into place, reappearing as suddenly and mysteriously as it had left me. Before long I would be bouncing balls into the boundary fence with my driver. But more usually the practice tee would be as frustrating as the course: I would seem to have lost all feel for the game. It’s difficult to express that feeling of helplessness and anguish, when the familiar is lost and the new cannot yet be grasped. Poet Matthew Arnold could have been thinking of struggling golfers when he described people as “[w]andering between two worlds, one dead, the other powerless to be born.” Frantic, I would go home to ransack the past issues of golf magazines and review all my books, enlisting Palmer, Player, Nicklaus, all the saints, and whoever else I could find.

When all else failed and things were truly desperate (usually after I had dinged some of the household glass!), I would visit a professional for a half-hour lesson. These were the days before the introduction of videotape, so I’m not sure what was happening technically during those sessions, but usually the pro would put me back on track. After some initial discomfort with the modified moves, things would improve. With the new swing thoughts and a better tempo, the ball seemed to fly straighter and my scores would get better. My confidence grew, and with that, the terrors of the hook and the sh-----k seemed to recede. Slowly the feeling would grow that “this time I’ve really got it!” And sometimes, on the strength of that feeling, I would acquire some shiny new sticks, trading in my old weapons. “You can always bring ’em back if you don’t like ’em,” said the pro.

Fantastic! Now I could hit it longer and straighter than ever before. There would be crisp mornings and golden afternoons, when all was right with the world; the hot streaks on several holes in a row and those elusive moments when my swing would feel silky smooth. At these times the ball would fly off the clubface without my realizing that I had swung at it. One got a fleeting glimpse of what was possible: absolute mastery, total control—draw … fade … high … low—no problem! I loved the people I played with … the club championship loomed ahead—anything was possible.

And then … and then … suddenly, out of nowhere, just as I was trying to hold, against the wind, a high draw to a hidden pin, I would produce that low, mean, vicious hook, the kind that turns your knees to jelly and your bowels to water … and it would all fall apart again. Pull, hook, shank—there, I said it—the full cycle of misery and despair, this time deeper than ever before, because I knew what it could be and I’d lost it. And then the trip back to the basement, this time to take the clubs back to the pro; the humiliating deal to redeem the old sticks and credit the new ones; and back to the beginning all over again.

It wasn’t a question of practice; I would spend hours on the practice tee, “grooving” my swing, but as soon as I got out on the course the feeling would mysteriously disappear. Somehow I just could not break the cycle. Looking back, I wonder whether the books and magazines really helped. Sometimes I would try to copy swing elements from several players—Player’s stance and Palmer’s swing, for example, and that definitely didn’t work. For the advice of the pros was often contradictory and just plain confusing. I’m still not quite sure what Ben Hogan meant by “supinating” the left wrist at impact, and I’m quite sure I never learned how to do it. Hogan had fought a hook throughout much of his golfing career, and at times, his view of what was important seemed quite different from Jack Nicklaus’s. And people don’t agree with Nicklaus! Some teachers say, for example, that Jack’s recommendation that golfers play all shots with the ball aligned with the left heel has been a major source of short-iron problems for many players. It seems that Ben, Arnold, Gary, and Jack have each developed his own thoughts for his own swings, and none of them helped me!

Struggling with Management

I have spent over thirty years in management now, first as a manager and more recently as a writer and consultant. I started my career in the late 1960s, in the golden era of the great conglomerates. The American business schools were just beginning their rise to supremacy, and those were the days when it was thought that a good general manager could run anything. Executives like Harold Geneen of ITT, Royal Little of Textron, and Tex Thornton of Litton Industries were held up as examples of people who could do it. ITT, which was the darling of Wall Street, had grown rapidly through acquisitions and ran a polyglot of companies in a highly decentralized structure. The only commonality was money, so the language of the head office was the language of finance. Geneen was famous for his search for “unshakable facts” and his nononsense, by-the-numbers approach to management. His cadre of financial analysts, attached to the head office, was feared by all the divisions, and woe betide an operating manager who appeared unprepared at one of Geneen’s famous planning meetings. There must have been hundreds of corporations around the world who aspired to be like ITT, Textron, or Litton. All one had to do was make a number of acquisitions and group them together to garner the synergies that were thought to flow from that structure. It didn’t matter if you knew nothing about the actual businesses; the use of calculation and financial technique was all that was necessary.

Although running a business is a vastly more complex activity than striking a golf ball, it seems to me that there are some deep systemic similarities between the two activities. Take the cycle of triumph and despair, for example. Every business operation that I have ever been involved with, whether it was a single unit, division, or conglomerate, seemed to go through phases when everything worked, interspersed with periods when nothing would work. It wasn’t just me—the phenomenon seems to be universal. Just like many of the companies featured by Tom Peters and Bob Waterman in their 1981 book, In Search of Excellence, the turning point was usually right after the companies had been proclaimed to be excellent. For example, their list of corporations that passed all hurdles for excellence in the period 1961-80 included the following:*

Amdahl (not ranked—owned by Fujitsu)

Avon (7/10)

Delta Airlines (4/10)

Digital Equipment (not ranked—owned by Compaq)

Fluor (7/11)

Kmart (10/10; filed for bankruptcy in 2002)

National Semiconductor (5/10)

Revlon (10/10)

Wang Labs (not ranked—owned by Getronics)

The specific reasons each of these corporations lost ground relative to its industry are probably as varied and as difficult to figure out as the loss of form by a struggling golfer. It’s true that each of them failed in some way to adapt to technological, social, and political change, but this is no more enlightening than saying that Retief Goosen “choked” on the 18-inch putt on the last hole of the fourth round of the 2001 U.S. Open. It’s a description, not an explanation—an explanation would require a much more detailed systemic account of cause-and-effect relationships.

The woes of many of the firms featured in In Search of Excellence have been well documented. I raise the topic here to underline the dangers of the practice, common to golfers and managers, of following exemplars of “excellent” performance without knowing the unique conditions responsible for their apparent success. The subtitle of Peters and Waterman’s runaway best-seller was Lessons from America’s Best-Run Companies, and one wonders how far one would have got following the examples just listed.

Of course, the practice can be much more dangerous for firms in industries too small to attract many large-scale Fortune 500 companies. In the early 1980s, when I was working for a medium-size Canadian conglomerate, the building supply division justified its aggressive acquisition strategy (I still shudder when I recall it) by referral to the apparently successful expansion of Wickes in the United States. At that time, Wickes was a fast-growing chain of hardware and lumber stores whose performance had attracted a wide following on Wall Street. It was spoken of in the same breath as Hechinger’s and Lowe’s, two highly successful do-it-yourself hardware chains of the era. The division’s strategies were conceptually elegant, and their logic was unassailable. They made eminent sense to the board of directors. The idea was to buy up regional distributors, pool their buying power, and blow the competition away with lower costs and superior value. The whole system was to be coordinated with a customized version of wholesaler-specific software produced by a third-party supplier.

There was just one problem with the strategies—we couldn’t execute them. For it seemed that our strategic reach exceeded our operational grasp. We would conceive of ambitious strategies—to capture this market or implement that service—but our ability to make the strategy work on the ground, our capacity to execute, was woefully inadequate. Perhaps if the directors had gone out to visit the operations on the ground, they might have understood why. Regional wholesalers are unglamorous businesses that don’t usually attract huge amounts of management talent, and the necessary operational capabilities and disciplines did not exist. Many of the physical facilities were run-down and totally unsuited to housing modern streamlined distribution systems. Every outfit we had acquired seemed to have its own idiosyncratic way of doing things, and none of them was well constructed or internally consistent. The software design house never did meet any of the delivery deadlines, and the software, when it arrived, was clunky and expensive, with far more “bells and whistles” than we needed. Converting the business processes of a variety of small regional businesses to such a system turned out to be a nightmare. Our competitors feasted on our lapses, and by the time our stores were on-line we had lost a great deal of ground to them.

The division’s strategies turned out to be just like those high, floating one-irons that I can see so vividly in my mind’s eye but couldn’t hit if my life depended on it. Then, in an alarming development, our role model collapsed! In 1981 Wickes entered Chapter 11 bankruptcy, at that time the second largest corporation ever to do so. Apparently they couldn’t implement the strategy, either! Our own building supply business, perhaps in tribute to our faithful mimicry of them, collapsed a year later.

But even in perennially successful businesses, the formula for prosperity can be fickle. Just as is the case in golf, stress or adversity of some kind often precipitates problems. Downturns in the business cycle, like high winds on the course, have the effect of magnifying mistakes and revealing operational flaws whose existence one might never have suspected in normal times. Even prosperity can have the same effect. The health maintenance organization Oxford Health Plans Inc. expanded at a breakneck pace from 1992 to 1997, but in the process it first overloaded and then destroyed its basic billing and costing systems. We’ll take a closer look at them in chapter 5.

During such tough times in a corporation’s life, the strategies and activities that had been so successful in the past just don’t seem to perform anymore. Indeed, they may never have functioned in the way they were explained. I’m not sure that our conglomerate’s strategies ever “worked,” at least in the way we formulated them for the board and the investment community. Too often the strategies stayed on the pages on which they were printed: just so many black marks on white paper. The implications of what we intended to do never reached the levels in the organization where they could be examined, improved upon, and actually implemented.

Golf and Management: Side by Side

The cycles in business are longer and bigger than they are in golf, but as practitioners, golfers and managers often seem to respond to adversity in the same way. When earnings came under pressure, for example, our senior management team, led by the CEO, would begin to fiddle with the organizational setup, shuffling the managers of the strategic business units, changing responsibilities, eliminating some activities and starting others. Often we would canvas our colleagues in related businesses for their ideas, pay visits to firms that seemed to be doing it right, and sometimes call in the consultants for advice. We would begin to thumb through the back issues of the Harvard Business Review in search of frameworks and perspectives and scan the business journals for examples we might follow.

We would also look to the practices of the leading companies for strategies we could copy and programs we could duplicate. Just as the building supply division looked to Wickes, so each of the other divisions had its own icon of how to run the business. Even the conglomerate head office kept (and published) its own list of corporations against which it ranked itself and whose success it hoped either to emulate or surpass. Our responses to pressure for results were typical of many firms. The imitation of strategies of apparently successful firms is widespread in business, although managers rarely admit to the practice. The acquisition by the Big Three auto manufacturers of European “boutique” brands in the early 1990s happened in a sudden burst of activity, when it was the “thing to do.” Chrysler bought Lamborghini, Ford snapped up Aston Martin and Jaguar, and GM invested in Saab and decided to bring out the ill-fated Cadillac Allante. All paid significant premiums for these businesses. The familiar “herd” tendency in bank lending, which usually ends up with the banks being overexposed to one sector or another of the economy—commercial real estate in the 1990s—is another example of the same process.

Management fads, such as Zero-Based Budgeting, Total Quality Management, and Business Process Reengineering, seem to travel on the grapevine in much the same way golf tips do. However, these tips don’t travel on just the grapevine: there’s a vast publishing industry poised to disseminate them. And whether it’s golf or management, these magazines use almost identical styles.

Put a copy of Fortune magazine and an issue of Golf Digest side by side, for example: look at their tables of contents and skim the major stories. The topics may be different, but the intellectual approaches are identical. Both magazines share a cheerful simplicity in their attitude toward complex change, together with a breezy, uncritical acceptance of the latest tools and techniques: “It’s Hot, It’s Happening, It’s Now: Reengineering the Company,” trumpeted Fortune in 1993, on a cover replete with blueprints and plumb bobs. “One Smooth Move,” assured Golf Digest on another. And then there are the stories of the secrets for success delivered by the stars of the hour, their professors and teachers, coaches and caddies. “Jack Welch’s Secret Weapon,” “Michael Porter on Strategy,” “Nick Price’s Swing Keys,” and “Jim Flick’s 24 Surefire Tips,” which will “take strokes off your score today.” The more tips there are, it seems, the better the magazine will sell—“44 Pages: More Tips than Ever,” blares the cover on a recent issue of Golf Digest.

The stories in these publications are usually well written, sometimes brilliantly so, and they are fun to read. One gets a sense of vicarious pleasure, learning of the exploits of the stars and seeing them in their glossy surroundings. There’s a feeling of being part of it all, as if we are personally “in the game” and a member of the same community. And that’s great—the articles just aren’t necessarily much help in improving either one’s golf or the performance of one’s organization!

None of this seems to slake our thirst for advice. The demand for and supply of management books seems to rise sharply during difficult times—their number has exploded since In Search of Excellence came out in 1981. In the decades prior to that, management writings had been far more conceptual, spearheaded by the rise of strategic planning in the 1960s. But in the late 1970s the abstract concepts of strategic planning had proven helpless against the Japanese onslaught on American enterprise. The leading Japanese firms like Sony and Toyota seemed capable of producing coherent, effective performance without using any of the concepts that guided us in the Western world. In fact, they seemed to turn many of our prescriptions upside down! We, for example, had emphasized fast decision making at senior management levels to be followed by implementation at lower levels—the “head” told the “hands” what to do. Unfortunately, our decisions seldom got executed—the strategy was fine, but the implementation failed, we would say to ourselves. The Japanese decision-making process worked the other way around, and it took forever. Via their famous ringi signing-off process, the “hands” were involved early and continuously in the development of the decision. All the “head” had to do was announce the conclusion that the “hands” had reached. And by then the decision was well into being implemented.
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