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Introduction





  It was a family business that had thrived for almost fifty years under its original founder. A man in a small village in the middle of nowhere had seen a need in the market and invented a radically new product. Keeping close to his customers and his business, he had built a small empire that now spanned the globe, but with its heart in the village where it all started. As he grew old and finally died, his legacy carried on for some years under the stewardship of his children. As they could not agree on the direction of the company, and none of them had any real passion for management, they sold the company to corporate investors.




  The name stayed the same, as did the core products, but quickly things began to change. The investors brought on young, ex-McKinsey and BCG consultants as managers and started buying and incorporating competitors across the globe. Ten years later, I was brought in as a consultant. Stepping into the corporate headquarters, I felt right at home.




  After fifteen years in Corporate, I knew the drill. I could cross off the usual suspects on the first meetings: a five-year strategy had been developed, an ERM-system implemented, a matrix organization had been constructed. IT, sourcing and Finance management were in the process of being standardized and centralized in order to lower costs. A Management Excellence program had been started where managers were trained in “leadership”. New recruitment processes were being introduced where each candidate was tested in a “personality assessment” by a cadre of “HR specialists”. Secretaries and admin staff were being replaced by “automation” and various software. At least that was the idea.




  The headquarters, located in the capital, were stylish and had conference rooms with names that were so clever that the Leadership Team (née Management Team) must have spent at least a couple of off-site-retreats to come up with them. Suit-clad gentlemen (and women) passed me quickly and silently on my way to the clever conference rooms without saying hello.




  The initial presentation of the company also followed a familiar pattern: 2-3 slides to set the tone and establish the company as a) having an interesting history (storytelling) and b) being “socially responsible” in some flavor (equality, sustainability or philanthropy). Then came the organizational chart and the “cost efficiency” program slides, followed by a recent re-organization. Everything looked smooth and was fully predictable.




  As the project progressed, I started meeting with the original crew (I think of them as “the Locals”). The bulk of them had worked in the company for decades and still held on to their local, hillbilly dialects. They dressed in jeans and t-shirts and had a notable lack of respect for titles and fancy clothes. But they knew their business. They had never met someone who worked with IT Security before, but when asked, knew everything about how to secure their products, because they knew their products, and their customers and their technology. They had little patience for discussing compliance, project management or Sarbanes Oxley, but loved to talk about their products and their customers. They were also afraid.




  The Suits were quick to talk about the lack of “execution” in the organization. They complained that the Locals were unorganized, did not have processes, did not have steering documents and – worst of all – did not Execute The Strategy that the Suits had spent many global business trips away from their families writing. In their opinion, the biggest problem of the organization was that the Strategy was not Executed. That, and the fact that the Locals did not know how to give a proper PowerPoint presentation.




  The Locals were feeling the heat. There had been lay-offs and most of the Locals had no possibility for alternative careers in the small town where the heart of the company was located. Their mortgages and existence as they knew it depended on them being continuously employed at the company that they had already given the majority of their life to. They were afraid of losing their jobs but did not understand what the Suits wanted from them. So they started asking for more resources and pointing fingers at each other. And that is how I came in, and dozens like me. To do the work that the line organization was perfectly capable of doing, if they could apply some common sense and have a little trust in each other.




  The Suits, on the whole, were indifferent to the suffering of the Locals. Sitting in the corporate headquarters, or in the airport lounges, they had little understanding of the plight of the Locals, their poor taste in clothes and utter lack of understanding of whose ass to kiss at corporate headquarters. Their knowledge of the actual business that the company did consisted of knowing all the numbers, coupled with the occasional “management-by-walking-around”, i.e. putting on a hard hat and being escorted around the factory by one of the Locals. Sure, they met with customers occasionally, but usually with Suits on the customer side as well.




  To control the Locals and get them to do “Strategy execution”, elaborate organizational charts were set up with control functions. KPIs were introduced in a general meeting (over Skype), pushed out and followed up. New Senior Vice Presidents were recruited. A “project office” was set up with dogmatic processes to follow and PowerPoint template reports to be filled in. “Playbooks” and steering documents were written by consultants and pushed out to the Locals. A Senior Vice President for HR was recruited who introduced “talent management” and bell curve rankings. Controllers were brought in to make sure costs decreased by introducing elaborate approval processes (you could no longer buy a pen without “grandfather approval”). SAP was implemented, and IT was centralized – no more “local IT”. Monthly reports were required from all parts of the business but never read by the person they were intended for. Incentive programs were introduced to make sure that people who exceeded their KPIs were rewarded with an extra bonus. People who learned to play the game advanced in the corporation, often at the expense of employees who kept their head down and tried to do the real work. All in all, it was a pretty dreary environment.




  If you have never been in a workplace like this, you are lucky, and maybe this book is not for you. But what I have seen during fifteen years in corporate, variously as an employee, a manager and a consultant is that this is the direction most organizations of any size are headed. A special breed of managers is taking hold of corporations worldwide; the CFO’s (a.k.a. controllers, MBA’s, Change Agents and Innovation managers). Trained to believe that management is a skill in itself, they see no need to bother with in-depth knowledge of the subject matter that they are supposed to manage. Instead, they approach the job armed to the teeth with knowledge about Excel sheets and numbers. You can recognize them by the knowing smirk they display when they throw out the phrase “what gets measured gets done”, as if it was said for the first time in the history of mankind. They are, what my surgeon friend called them; “the cold hands” of the business.




  Of course they meet with opposition; old farm-hands who know their business and challenge the assumptions and pat solutions; owner-led businesses; investors with true understanding of the products and services. But generally, in the long run, the CFO way becomes the only way, because of two very important factors: 1) their general assumptions about the world (as I will try to show later in this book) are shared by most people, in a less extreme format, and 2) since the CFO’s rarely work with the actual products, services or customers, they have almost unlimited time to play the politics at headquarters. Slowly, one organization at a time, the CFO’s are taking over the world, pressing their numbers-based view on everything. And as the public sector is always under pressure to reform, the CFO Philosophy has found its way into government authorities and the public sector as well. But some things cannot be measured reliably in numbers. Responsibility, initiative, loyalty, happiness are some metrics that are difficult to get right. And there is no room for ethics in Excel sheets.




  Breaking up with corporate




  I grew up in Arjeplog, Lapland, Sweden. Just below the Arctic Circle. One of my first jobs was planting trees. Where I grew up that was a common occupation for young people during the summer breaks from school. The work was led by an old lumberjack who was too physically worn out from a life of hard work to do much else than lead us youngsters and keep us from harming the forest or ourselves. The work paid 23 öre (about 3 cents) per tree planted and the quality criteria were unambiguous: the plants should be placed firmly into the soil with a distance between them of around three meters. It was hard work, physically, and the mosquitos and rain made it mentally exhausting as well, but the camaraderie when we stopped for lunch by a fire or got into our minibus for the hour-long drive home in the evenings made it better. And the pay of course. As a 15-year-old, I could plant 4000 trees in a day and it took me many years before I got up to an equivalent salary later in life. It was one of the few occasions in my life where my work has been measurable, simple and the results almost completely within my control. The harder I worked, the more money I got.




  The “management” exercised by the old lumberjack was quite simple. He did not speak much. When he spoke, we listened. He knew the forest well and would always take time to show us things we came across during our work day such as bear-tracks or eagles. He reviewed our work by putting a stick in the ground, extending a piece of string and counting how many plants we had put within the radius of the string. If it was too densely planted, we got in trouble. Or, rather, he would just casually mention how many plants he had found, and if he was unhappy, it would show in his eyes. Getting “the look” was worse than any punishment he could have thought up, because we trusted him, liked him and did not want to disappoint him. We rarely cheated or worked sloppily, because it was important that we did not. Erik, our boss, was a real leader. And planting trees was a real job.




  Unfortunately, after several summers spent in weeks of sub-arctic rain I came to a regrettable conclusion: I was going to get a job that did not require me to work outdoors. Some years later, having studied political science and becoming what F Scott Fitzgerald called “that most limited of all specialists, the ‘well-rounded man’”1, I stumbled onto a career in crisis and risk management. As it happens, I got my first job when someone dialed the wrong number and got me instead of whoever they wished to talk to. With my winning smile and outgoing character, spiced up with some self-deprecating humor, I soon made it into a corporate career. After some years as a consultant, I landed a job with a Fortune-500 company in telecommunications. I was quickly promoted to the role of Chief Information Security Officer and became globally responsible for the firm’s information security, with a small team of professionals to help me. In 2009 I made one of my first very discouraging discoveries about C-level life: nothing I did or thought really seemed to matter. It was hard enough to get the people who were my direct reports to do what I wanted, but to get a global organization of 120,000 individuals in 180 countries to work in the same direction was mostly impossible. A clever salesperson at IBM who I met at the time summed up the situation for me: “So you have accountability but no mandate?” It was really depressing.




  After realizing that I was mostly a figurehead with unlimited liability, there seemed to be just a few general options open to me: I could either accept the situation and do my best to cling on to the position by becoming Really Good at Politics, or I could strive to increase my mandate in different ways. Being young, naive and still wanting to change the world, I chose the latter. I liaised with the new CIO, who was also responsible for Sourcing, Real Estate, Compliance and a bunch of other areas. The guy’s budget was slightly smaller than Sweden’s total military expenditure.




  I figured that getting into his leadership team I would be able to learn from the Big Boys and Girls how to steer the ship. I was – by far – the least experienced member of the team where several of the others had moved between senior leadership roles for 10-20 years with thousands of employees under their leadership. But, as one of my new colleagues leaned over and whispered to me during one of our first management team meetings: “It doesn’t get smarter the higher up you go.”




  Actually, that is only partially true, the people in the leadership team that I joined were very smart. But the reality of business on that level was that most of them ran between meetings 8-10 hours a day and not a lot of reflection was done. Things that could reasonably only be solved by someone with good judgement and true insight were bounced around for months or even years in committees because no one at higher levels knew enough about the subject matter to dare risk a decision that had very unknown consequences, or if they made a decision it was often unclear exactly what it meant to the people below. Instead, most of my colleagues spent the majority of their time in committees and follow-up meetings. In the meantime, a lot of thinking was done by external management consultants.




  A few weeks into my new job, I was beset by the KPI people for the first time. KPIs, or Key Performance Indicators, are measurements that purport to show progress towards set targets. The name indicates that they should be used as indicators, but in reality, they often become targets in themselves. The unspoken assumption seems to be that if all the KPIs are met, then the goals are met automatically, as a consequence. Around me, there was a cadre of bureaucrats that seemed to have only one goal in life: All The Excel Cells Must Be Filled In. At first, I was intrigued but gradually my frustration grew. I refused KPIs I did not believe in but had to do battle regularly with the KPI police and colleagues who were so used to KPI-steering that anything that did not have a KPI attached to it seemed suspicious.




  In the world where I spent most of my waking hours, nothing was for certain. I took over an IT-security dashboard from my predecessor that after years of investments and hard work now showed green on most indicators. The problem was that it did not really mean anything. The fact that the dashboard was now green had absolutely no correlation with the risk of being hacked the very next day. The key is the metrics: which metrics show you that your risk is low? Despite billions invested in consultants and tools for risk management across the world, no one can truly answer that question. The reason is that most of cybersecurity moves in the world of “unknown unknowns” as Donald Rumsfeld so aptly described it. We have no idea what we do not know, but it can come and bite us any second.




  As I fought the metrics and KPI people I started feeling that corporate was a strange place. The focus on KPIs and metrics made the work dull and unfulfilling, as well as difficult to accomplish. Instead of focusing on what I thought I was supposed to do; keep the organization safe from cyberattacks, I spent more and more of my time doing other things, such as writing reports, asking for permissions in exotic processes and systems, or going to training or coordination meetings. I felt like I had several managers. Even if I agreed with my boss on what to do and how to do it, I still had to have separate approvals from Finance, HR, Communications and quite possibly The Kraken. More often than not, our goals conflicted. And since everyone was being measured and incentivized on their own metrics, there was little room for mutual understanding and compromise. Common sense was in short supply, and it seemed to me that the systems we used to try to make the organization better actually created more problems than they solved. At least, they consumed an enormous amount of energy and time.




  I experienced what could almost be described as a culture shock. The constant controlling, quantification and oversimplification of complex issues that went on around me was like the buzz of a new city to me, like the first time I visited New Delhi, Beijing or New York. Just like inhabitants of a foreign city, the indigenous people were so used to the sounds and smells that they did not even notice them anymore. The bureaucratic KPI-type management was so prevalent that no one noticed it or challenged the assumptions that lay underneath it. At the same time, the bosses were asking for innovation, talent, responsibility, sustainability, empowerment and engagement. All things contrary to what I felt would come out of a KPI-management philosophy. As I started questioning specifics, I realized that I was not getting through to the central issues. I was winning small victories – at the cost of being considered a trouble-maker – but not changing the flow of the main battle. I needed to understand the underlying assumptions and history of management better.




  I started asking around: what are the principles, or the philosophy, of the management systems we have today? Where do they come from? How do we know that they work? What is the alternative? Most of the time, people did not even understand my question, or referred me to Good to Great, Seven Habits of Highly Effective People or similar light-weight reading. I realized I needed to try and figure it out for myself, but I had large gaps in my training. I had no real financial competence, schooled as I was in Political Science, so I set out to catch up on what I had – possibly – missed by not getting an MBA.




  
The – short – history of management




  Where do the MBAs come from? I have tried to find books about organizational leadership dating back to pre-20th century, but mostly failed. The few examples I have found are focused on the domain in itself (i.e. a book about managing mines is 99% about the actual mine work, with some general advice on management thrown in for good measure). Leadership was an element of the job in the field in which you were active. A Master Smith was in essence a smith, with some management responsibilities. A Mine Master knew everything about how to extract metals from stone, and also had supervisory functions.2 In that context there simply was not enough resources, or even a need, to maintain a large group of people who did not know the trade and whose only job was “to lead”. The master was not a “manager” in the modern sense. Of course, “managers” with no particular skillset have always existed – the well-rounded men – in the form of aristocrats, clergy and administrators, but they were far fewer than today and had very different contexts for their work, as I will get back to later.




  For the longest time, general management was the domain of military generals and the Catholic Church. For thousands of years, Chinese, Greeks, Romans and many others have written about war and how to wage it successfully. Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, Machiavelli’s The Prince are both staples, together with many others, for military leaders and have been for millennia. These books, and many others, have become classics for how they are written. They have told each new cadre of officers and politicians something useful about strategy and how to lead big organizations in uncertain circumstances. Granted, their success was counted in human lives and territorial gains, but there is still much to be learned for the power-hungry careerist.




  The Catholic Church also knows a thing or two about management. In its lifetime it has survived a staggering list of challenges. For example: The Roman Empire. Attila the Hun. The Moors. The Protestants sacking and looting the Sistine chapel. Napoleon. The third Reich. Some threats have come from within, like the time there were three popes (the Western Schism), or the “Cadaver Synod”, when Pope Stephen VI dug up his predecessor Pope Formosus and accused his rotting corpse of perjury.3




  And yet, the Roman Catholic Church survives. In management literature, the church is often held up, together with the military, as bad examples of old school, hierarchical structures that are outdated and should be replaced with “flat organizations” or “Digitalization”. As it happens, almost exactly the opposite is true for the church. Many are fooled by the formal organization with popes, cardinals, priests and monks in a seemingly strict hierarchy, but that first glance belies the true wielding of power within the organization. Historically, one of the basic principles of the church has been subsidiarity. In a very basic interpretation, that means that decisions should be taken at the lowest level possible.4 That way, the Pope has always had limited powers to affect what has taken place in different parts of the church, and they have had to adapt and fend for themselves.




  What has perhaps tied the Roman Catholics together for millennia is not the formal organization elements or the authority of the pope, but a strong belief, coupled with the comfort that routines, social work and a community offers. As historian Eamon Duffy put it, writing about the first beginnings of the Church: “In the melting-pot of empire, Christianity alone seemed to offer a single overarching intellectual and moral frame of reference, a simple code conveyed in vivid stories by which men and women could live. The parables of Jesus struck home where the arguments of the philosophers faltered.”5




  It was not until the industrial revolution that we started seeing “Management” as a profession in itself. Why? Well for one thing, we were entering uncharted territories. With the advance of the railroad, telegraphy and engines, more people could be brought to work together on the same endeavors than any time before in history. Humanity needed new knowledge to cope with the scale of things. In previous times, when encountering problems, we turned to religion. But religion did not have any answers on how to organize large-scale manufacturing or logistics. But maybe Science did?




  In 1911, Fredrik Winslow Taylor published The Principles of Scientific Management and thus more or less established the idea of management as a Science, and management as a profession in itself.6 The book was instrumental in establishing Harvard Business School, McKinsey and other management institutions and seems to have been the point where the idea that “management” was a unique task in the organization of production became widely accepted. Management, all of a sudden, became a discipline and skill in and of itself. For the first time, you could choose a career in “management”, switching between industries and subject areas with great nimbleness, only bringing along your “management skills” and a genuine desire to be the boss.




  “Scientific management” was an idea whose time had come. It came at a time when Science was conquering all fields. Naturally, it was time to bring it to bear on management as well. But is management really a science?
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