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SIXTEEN YEARS AGO, I picked up a book by Tom Peters. In a caffeine-induced frenzy brought on by a particularly bad day at work, I read it in one sitting and a light bulb went on. A whole new set of ideas filled my head and changed the way I looked at work—forever.

I had the same experience when I first read Fast Company. And then again when I discovered Peppers and Rogers. It happened with Jay Levinson, Malcolm Gladwell and Zig Ziglar, too. Big ideas don’t gradually sneak up on you … they just arrive, fully formed cosmologies, ready to go.

This book is dedicated to all the smart people who have turned lights on for me.
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Foreword, by Charles Darwin

Evolution is a fact, not a theory.

As many more individuals of each species are born than can possibly survive; and as, consequently, there is a frequently recurring struggle for existence, it follows that any being, if it vary however slightly in any manner profitable to itself, under the complex and sometimes varying conditions of life, will have a better chance of surviving, and thus be naturally selected. From the strong principle of inheritance, any selected variety will tend to propagate its new and modified form.

If we look to long enough periods of time, geology plainly declares that all species have changed; and they have changed in the manner which my theory requires, for they have changed slowly and in a graduated manner.

I can see no limit to this power, in slowly and beautifully adapting each form to the most complex relations of life.

Companies that can evolve slowly and constantly will triumph.

Natural selection can act only by taking advantage of slight successive variations; she can never take a leap, but must advance by the shortest and slowest steps.

No winning strategy lasts forever.

No fixed law seems to determine the length of time during which any single species or any single genus endures.

And most companies will disappear.

More individuals are born than can possibly survive. A grain in the balance will determine which individual shall live and which shall die,—which variety or species shall increase in number, and which shall decrease, or finally become extinct.

The good news is that you can teach old dogs new tricks.

Our oldest cultivated plants, such as wheat, still often yield new varieties; our oldest domesticated animals are still capable of rapid improvement or modification.

The bad news is that competition is cutthroat.

The struggle almost invariably will be most severe between the individuals of the same species, for they frequent the same districts, require the same food, and are exposed to the same dangers.

Companies that zoom have a competitive advantage.

The modified descendants of any one species will succeed by so much the better as they become more diversified in structure, and are thus enabled to encroach on places occupied by other beings.

Alas, there are no guarantees.

But which groups will ultimately prevail, no man can predict; for we well know that many groups, formerly most extensively developed, have now become extinct.

People have trouble embracing these facts because they’re hard to see in real time.

The chief cause … is that we are always slow in admitting any great change of which we do not see the intermediate steps … The mind cannot possibly grasp the full meaning of the term of a hundred million years; it cannot add up and perceive the full effects of many slight variations, accumulated during an almost infinite number of generations.

[image: Image]Survival Is Not Enough

MORE THAN SURVIVAL

IT’S 3:00 A.M., AND IT’S HOT. I can’t sleep. My laptop can’t reach the Internet through the overburdened phone system here at the Cleveland Holiday Inn. Frustrated, anxious and exhausted, I jump in my car and drive the deserted streets of northern Ohio.

Around the corner, I pass a Kinko’s. The lights are on. They’re always on. I walk in to find hundreds of thousands of dollars of electronics, all just waiting for me. Color copiers, fax machines and an entire room full of fast computers with a T1 connection to the Internet. Five minutes and twenty dollars later, I’ve checked my mail and printed out a memo. Time to get some sleep.

But I can’t get to sleep. I sit up for hours, wondering about that Kinko’s.

How did Kinko’s grow from one tiny store in California all the way to an all-night home office in Cleveland? (Turns out there were eight within sixteen miles of my hotel.) It took a couple of decades, but the company grew and changed and expanded—almost like an organism, spreading across the country until it had filled every niche it could find.

At the same time that Kinko’s was growing, dozens of its competitors were silently shrinking, disappearing, becoming extinct.

Look at the development of any business and it’s bound to be surprising. Surprising in how unplanned, irregular and random it is. Some businesses grow and ooze and morph and expand, others reach a certain spot and freeze. Why do some companies thrive while other companies, though similar, fade away? I knew that there must be a pattern and a dynamic behind all this apparent chaos, but I was having trouble finding it.

I’ve been fascinated with the work of Charles Darwin for a long time, and it occurred to me that companies were very much like species. They were changing and evolving right before our eyes. However, unlike animals, companies fret about this change so much it makes them miserable.

Why is there so much pain in our business lives? It’s almost as if people were taking Charles Darwin at his word, focusing on “survival of the fittest” instead of something more than that. If all you do at work is hope to survive, your day can’t be much fun.

We’re all working too hard. Putting in more hours than we’d like, nervous about the future, uncertain about our roles and our goals. We work too hard to hope for mere survival. Our goal must be to thrive and prosper, not just get by.

Darwin writes extensively about extinction. We don’t want to grapple with the idea that our company is about to become extinct. No one wants to become extinct, but the alternative—change—is hard. Going through all of the uncertainty and hassle to barely survive (or worse, become extinct) doesn’t seem fair.

We don’t know how to talk about change and evolution. We know it’s here and it’s real and it’s essential and it’s painful, but we don’t have the words for it. I believe that there’s a goal beyond survival, that we can actually thrive and find joy in working with all the chaos that surrounds us. That we can look forward to change and turbulence as an opportunity to increase our success. My hope is that this book will give you the words to describe these phenomena as well as an understanding of how they work.

There is no secret spell or closely guarded incantation. The solution is written down everywhere you look, from the park to the zoo to the checkout at your local grocery store. And the idea that evolution can work in business is not news, either. Jack Welch and GE have been doing it for years, and will be happy to teach you about it.

So why doesn’t everyone use this successful approach? Because we have a genetic reflex to avoid change. The secret of this book is that your success is not going to be due to your plan. It’s the process you use that matters.

I’m proposing a pretty radical way of thinking about business, but one that’s nothing new to an evolutionary biologist. As a result, there are a lot of oddball terms and occasional side trips to go on as you read these pages. I hope you’ll bear with me, because the end result is a totally different set of glasses you can use to look at your job, your career, your company and even the companies you invest in. (See the author’s note at the end of this book for a full and complete disclaimer about scientific accuracy.)

If you try to stuff these ideas through the filter of the way you work today, they won’t make sense. This is a very different sort of paradigm for what companies do all day, and it requires a different posture and approach.

My goal in writing this book is to explain the paradigm and sell you on why you ought to run your business with it. The tactics will reveal themselves as you head down the path to a brand-new kind of organization.

The benefits are simple: less stress at work, less chaos in your daily life and occasionally, if you’re lucky, a landslide success that pays off big-time.

Once you have the words, I’m confident you’ll find ways to let the power of evolution go to work. When it does, you’ll discover that you can create explosive group and personal success that can further transform your company.

Most of us view change as a threat, and survival as the goal. Change is not a threat, it’s an opportunity. Survival is not the goal, transformative success is. It’s thrilling if you give it a chance. This book contains an idea about ideas. An ideavirus about change, one I hope you will find worth spreading.

The Paul Orfalea Story:A Process, Not a Plan

One of my favorite entrepreneurs is a guy named Paul Orfalea.

Paul is brilliant and quite successful, but he’s unbelievably modest and also very honest about his shortcomings.

Paul is profoundly dyslexic. He didn’t learn how to read until he was well into elementary school and did nothing in high school that would be associated with the idea of success. He went to college but didn’t care an awful lot about his classes. It was the perfect background for an entrepreneur.

Paul started a little copy shop (so little he had to wheel the machine outside to make room for customers) on his college campus. He sold pens and paper and made copies. That store grew to become Kinko’s, a chain with more than one thousand outlets that he was able to sell for more than two hundred million dollars to an investment group.

The secret to Kinko’s success is disarmingly straightforward. “My reading was still poor and I had no mechanical ability, so I thought that anybody who worked for me could do the job better,” Paul explains. He set up a unique co-ownership structure that let him grow the business with more flexibility than a franchise could offer. The end result is that for years, Kinko’s stores were partly owned by someone local.

Paul described his job to me this way, “I just go from store to store, see what they’re doing right and then tell all the other stores about it.”

By allowing local entrepreneurs to make millions of low-cost experiments every year (just three per day per store gets you to that level) and then communicating the successful ones to the other stores, he was able to set the process in motion that led to that all-night store I found in Cleveland. The Cleveland store wasn’t part of a specific plan, but it was very much the outcome of a specific process.

Very little specialized knowledge is required to open a copy shop. Yet Kinko’s dramatically outpaced every other competitor by reinventing what a copy shop was, every single day. Kinko’s did not have a patented new technology. Instead, it had a posture about change that treated innovations and chaos as good things, not threats.


“I just go from store to store,see what they’re doing right and then tell all the other stores about it.”



The more successful Kinko’s got, the more likely it was to get job applications and coventure deals with people who made the company even more successful. The more Kinko’s stores there were, the more likely it was that people would seek one out. The better Kinko’s did, the more successful it became.

Kinko’s became a success. Working there was fun because the company attracted people who could compound its growth. Kinko’s stopped worrying about surviving and enjoyed the ride.

It’s interesting to see that since the takeover of Kinko’s by an investor group, new management has bought out the individual owners and installed a command and control system. Kinkos.com is regrouping and the entire chain is experiencing slower growth, despite external economic and technical conditions that should have allowed it to grow even faster.

Paul was right. All of us are smarter than any one of us.

Survival Is Not Enough:The Summary


	Change is the new normal. Rather than thinking of work as a series of stable times interrupted by moments of change, companies must now recognize work as constant change, with only occasional moments of stability.

	If you and your company are not taking advantage of change, change will defeat you.

	Stability is bad news for this new kind of company. It requires change to succeed.

	Change presents new opportunities for companies to capture large markets. Change is the enemy of the current leader. Change also represents opportunities for individuals to advance their careers.

	Companies that introduce products and services that represent significant changes can find that they lead to rapid, runaway successes.

	Companies that cause change attract employees who want to cause change. Companies that are afraid of change attract employees who are afraid of change.

	Many employees fear change. Fear of change is rational—after all, it can lead to bad outcomes. But now, not changing is more likely to lead to a bad outcome than changing!

	Management can’t force employees to overcome their fear of change through short-term motivation.

	By redefining what change is, companies can change the dynamic of “change equals death” to “change equals opportunity.”

	The way species deal with change is by evolving.

	Companies can evolve in ways similar to those used by species.

	Companies will evolve if management allows them to.

	There are three ways that species evolve: natural selection, sexual selection and mutation.

	Companies can do the same thing by using farmers, hunters and wizards to initiate changes in their organizations

	Companies that embrace change for change’s sake, companies that view a state of constant flux as a stable equilibrium, zoom. And zooming companies evolve faster and easier because they don’t obstruct the forces of change.

	Once you train the organization to evolve regularly and effortlessly, change is no longer a threat. Instead, it’s an asset, because it causes your competitors to become extinct.

	Many CEOs reject evolution and do whatever they can to stop it.

	If your company is too reliant on your winning strategy, you won’t evolve as quickly.

	A runaway success occurs when a positive feedback loop reinforces early success.


	
Fast feedback loops teach you what’s working and—more important—get you to change what’s not.

	Everyone in your company can work to reinvent what you do in parallel, dramatically increasing the speed of innovation within the company.

	Low-cost, low-risk, real-world tests are the most likely to have high return on investment.

	Your company’s posture regarding the process of change is far more important than the actual changes you implement.

	If you have employees who don’t embrace this posture, they will slow you down and cause you to make bad decisions.

	A company that zooms will attract zoomers, allowing it to enter runaway, dramatically increasing its advantage over its competitors in a changing environment.



To help you manage the new terms that appear in this book (in boldface the first time they appear), you’ll find a glossary with more details at the end.


Chapter 1
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CHANGE



Change is out of our control, and the way we deal with change is outmoded and ineffective Our organizations assume that we live with a different, slower time cycle.



Guillotine or Rack?

My first job was cleaning the grease off the hot-dog roaster at the Carousel Snack Bar, near my home in Buffalo. Actually, it wasn’t a roaster. It was more a series of nails that rotated under a light bulb. I also had to make the coffee and scrub the place clean every night. It very quickly became obvious to me that I didn’t have much of a future in food service.

I didn’t have to make many decisions in my job. And the manager of the store didn’t exactly look to me to initiate change. In fact, she didn’t want anyone to initiate change. (My suggestion that we branch out into frozen yogurt fell on deaf ears, as did my plea that it would be a lot cheaper to boil hot dogs on demand than to keep them on the rack under the light bulb all day.)

Any change, any innovation, any risk at all would lead to some terrible outcome for her, she believed.

After I set a record by breaking three coffee carafes in one shift, my food-service career was over. I was out on the street, unemployed at the tender age of sixteen. But from that first job, I learned a lot—and those lessons keep getting reinforced.

Just about every day, I go to a meeting where I meet my boss from the snack bar. Okay, it’s not really her. But it’s someone just like her: a corporate middle-person who’s desperately trying to reconcile the status quo with a passionate desire to survive. My boss didn’t want to jeopardize her job. She viewed every day and every interaction not as an opportunity but as a threat—a threat not to the company but to her own well-being. If she had a mantra, it was “Don’t blow it.”

In her business, she faced two choices: to die by the guillotine, a horrible but quick death, or to perish slowly on the rack—which is just as painful a way to go, if not more so, and guaranteed to leave you every bit as dead. But in her nightmares, only one of those two options loomed large—the guillotine.

I have to admit it. I have the same dream.

Have you ever spent a night worrying about what your boss (or your stockbroker or a big customer) is going to say to you at that meeting the next morning? Have you ever worried about some impending moment of doom? That’s fear of the guillotine.


“In her business, she faced two choices: to die by the guillotine, a horrible but quick death, or to perish slowly on the rack—which is just as painful a way to go, if not more so, and guaranteed to leave you every bit as dead.”



But almost no one worries about the rack. We don’t quake in our boots about a layoff that’s going to happen two years from now if we don’t upgrade our computer systems before our competition does. We’re not afraid of stagnating and dying slowly. No, we’re more afraid of sudden death, even though the guillotine is probably a far better way to die.

For a long time, I was angry with my old boss and the people like her. I was upset that they were living through so much pain. Most of all, I was frustrated that they were slowing the pace of change at their companies. Now I realize that I was wrong. It wasn’t her fault. She couldn’t help being frantic and stressed. She didn’t want to be that way. Management made her do it. They made her do it with their policies. With their inspection systems. With the command and control mindset that prevented her from making changes she knew were right.

Nobody likes change.

Real change, earth-shattering change, stay-up-all-night-worrying change isn’t fun. At most companies, it’s a huge threat, an opportunity for failure, a chance to see the stock plummet, to watch divisions get axed, to hear customers scream and yell. Our companies are organized as big machines, designed to resist big change at every turn.

The problem is that today we don’t have a choice. We can’t leave innovation to the small guys, the startups that have nothing to lose. Either we change our businesses, or they die.

Frantic at Work?

Companies aren’t organized for change. They’ve never needed to be. Growing and profiting from stable times was a terrific strategy.

Forced into an era of rapid change, the response of companies organized for a stable environment is to ask managers and employees to act as a buffer between the company and the changing outside world. Alas, it’s not working.

Are you working longer hours than you used to? Most people do. And along with the long days, it often feels as if your day is filled with one emergency after another. We spend so much time putting out fires and nervously anticipating the next crisis that there’s almost no time left to do our real jobs.

While it’s easy to find the reserves to deal with a temporary crisis (in fact, you might even enjoy the adrenaline rush that comes with a deadline) we can’t keep this up forever. Accountants can deal with April 15 because they know it only comes around once a year. It’s a temporary emergency. Unfortunately, being frantic at work is no longer a temporary phenomenon. Change is now constant, and the fundamental ideas we have built our companies and our careers upon are going out of style fast. They’re disappearing so fast that for the first time, you have to deal with the implications of change instead of waiting for a retirement, a promotion or a new job. The world is changing on your watch, and it’s not fun.


“We can’t work more hours. We can’t absorb more stress or endure more anxiety at work. We can, on the other hand, radically redefine what we do at work and create organizations that are designed to succeed regardless of what our ever-changing future produces.”



Somewhere along the way, it was decided that it was our job to absorb the stresses that come with change. Our job to work longer hours, take more personal risks, absorb more stress. Your frustration and stress aren’t atypical. They are, however, unnecessary.

We can’t work more hours. We can’t absorb more stress or endure more anxiety at work. We can, on the other hand, radically redefine what we do at work and create organizations that are designed to succeed regardless of what our ever-changing future produces.

Your job shouldn’t be to stand between your company’s old rules and the new rules of the outside world. Instead, your company needs to change from the inside out. Your company needs to learn to zoom.

A company that zooms embraces change as a competitive opportunity, not a threat. A company that zooms is responsive to new opportunities and doesn’t freeze in the face of an uncertain future.

Every company zoomed when it was young. But success has spoiled most organizations, and they’re now too fat, too stuck and too afraid to zoom again. If your company is under stress, it only has two choices. Either it changes or it requires people like you to absorb the stress. The first is productive, energizing and profitable. The second leads to an unhappy frenzy.

Because the chaos we’re facing came to us gradually, it’s easy to believe that we can gradually adapt in the way we deal with it. It’s not true. The way we used to do business—dependent on highly profitable physical goods and manageable cycles of change—is over.

In Permission Marketing, I wrote about a major shift in the power between consumers and marketers. In the old days, marketers were in charge. They controlled how and when they communicated with consumers. We built our entire consumer culture around the idea that repeated television and print advertisements could profitably entice consumers to spend money. Businesses that invested in interrupting people became incredibly profitable. Marketers were in charge. They controlled the marketplace and consumers were sheep. Those days are over. Businesses can no longer manage consumer attention, consumer attention manages them.

In this book, I’m making a much broader argument. In the old days, companies were in charge. Good managers managed change. They controlled how and when a company would respond to the outside world. Those days are over. You can’t manage change. Change manages you.

If you’re unhappy, stressed, tapped out and/or losing money in our chaotic world, perhaps it’s time to consider a radically different approach. It’s possible to build a company that embraces change instead of fighting it. A company that attracts people who want to move fast, not slow. A company that changes faster than its environment, creating one landslide hit after another.

Businesses That Don’t Change Are in Danger

Winners change; losers don’t. Digital, Wang, Western Union, Compaq, Penn Central, PointCast, Infoseek—all are on my list of losers, because all of them hesitated and lost huge opportunities. Every one of them was king of the hill until they toppled off, all the while struggling in vain to make the world stay the way it was.

Federal Express is different. Talk to David Shoenfeld, former vice-president of worldwide marketing and customer service for FedEx, and sooner or later, ZapMail comes up. About fifteen years ago, someone at FedEx got the bright idea of putting very expensive fax machines at key FedEx offices and having those offices act as middle-persons for same-day fax delivery. They put David in charge of it. A big promotion for him at the time. Alas, ZapMail was a giant failure. By the time FedEx pulled the plug on it, ZapMail had reportedly cost the company as much as $300 million.

You’d think that would have cured FedEx’s management of the urge to embrace change—that forevermore, whenever someone came up with a business-busting idea, someone else would mention ZapMail, and people would roll their eyes and walk away. You know what? The people at FedEx do exactly the opposite. They’re damn proud of ZapMail, of their willingness to take risks, of the mistake that proved their willingness to change.

At the Carousel Snack Bar, I learned three lessons that are just as valid now, twenty four years later, as they were then. The first is that you should never take a job that requires you to bring your own grease rag to work. Second, jobs in which you don’t initiate change are never as challenging, fun or well paid as those in which you do. And third, companies that don’t change, vanish (my snack bar is now a shoe store).

It’s easy to see those lessons at work on the Net, but change isn’t just about the Internet. When the Internet is old news, companies will still be turning over. Remember DeSoto and Pierce-Arrow and Dusenberg and Packard and American Motors? How about Borland and Spinnaker Software and Ashton-Tate and (almost) Apple? Or A&M Records? Or Orion Pictures?

Is it possible to change too often? We all know someone like crazy Uncle Kenny, who has had forty different schemes over the last forty years. Juice bars, day trading, vitamins, carpet cleaning-Kenny is always changing. I don’t think we’re in any danger of becoming Uncle Kenny. There’s a difference between flitting and changing, and most of us know the difference. Anyone who’s been through the death of an industry knew what to do. They just weren’t able to do it.

Change Is the New Normal


“Excellent firms don’t believe in excellence—only in constant improvement and constant change.” That is, excellent firms of tomorrow will cherish impermanence—and thrive on chaos.

Tom Peters, Thriving on Chaos, 1987



In the first chapter of Thriving on Chaos, Tom Peters rolled out a litany of turbulence that was hitting the world fifteen years ago. He wrote about Chrysler buying AMC, GE buying United Technologies, Hyundai’s entry into the U.S.A., the influx of IPOs, the wild ride of People Express Airline, the craziness in the packaged-goods industry and the marvel of Minit-lube.

Peter Drucker and other long-term thinkers would have us believe that every generation believes that it, and only it, is undergoing massive change. After all, we survived the Industrial Revolution, two world wars, the atomic bomb and Gilligan’s Island. Surely today’s change is no more radical than the changes we’ve already worked our way through.

Computers and the networks that connect them are the reason that today’s change is fundamentally different from the changes business has survived before. Change in a connected world always has more repercussions. Now, change leads to more change. Turbulence spreads. Bob Metcalfe, the inventor of Ethernet, coined a law that still stands: The power of a network increases with the square of the number of computers (or people) hooked up to it. Two people with a fax machine is interesting. Two hundred million people with e-mail changes the world.

Fifty years ago, a recession in Tangiers wasn’t felt in Tampa for years (if ever). Today, it takes minutes. When Tom Peters wrote about constant change fifteen years ago, he was feeling the beginning of a computerized marketplace. But there were no networks then. No Internet. No wireless. No computerized stock trading.

Today, entropy rules. It’s as much a law of the new economy as it is a law of science: Things rarely become orderly on their own. As Stephen Hawking has pointed out, while it’s possible for a cup to fall off a table and break into a million pieces, it’s pretty unlikely that those million pieces will ever leap back onto the table and reassemble themselves into a cup.

Systems, of course, can fight entropy. People know how to take a bunch of random springs and turn them into a watch. The sun “knows” how to take a series of random solar flares and tame them into a coherent source of heat and light. While the world we’re talking about is an organic system, that doesn’t keep random acts from occurring. And they’re occurring as often as they used to.

Now, though, it’s worse. Far worse. Because when a cup falls off that table, it affects every cup in the world. Which means that, like snow and rocks joining an avalanche, changes are happening far more often than they used to. Now we have to deal with their changes, not just our changes.

There have been four significant structural changes in business over the last twenty years. These changes mean that we’re not in the same boat we were then. They mean, instead, that we’re facing permanent adjustments to the status quo:


	The speed at which we make decisions is now the factor that limits the speed of business. It’s our decisions that are on the critical path for getting things done. The lead time for many of the things we need to do (from starting a company to getting a shipment of leather) has shrunk. Everything in the company waits—not for a shipment or a process, but for a decision.

	The Net has made information close to free and close to ubiquitous, further fueling the need for speed. And we can deliver that information digitally, which means it doesn’t degrade with distance or handling.

	A provincial worldview created islands of stability. Those islands are disappearing. There’s only one market, and it’s the whole world.

	Metcalfe’s law (networks get more powerful when they connect more people) has reached infinity. The invasive network of phones, faxes, e-mails and the web now connects virtually all of us.




In 1987, Tom Peters sensed an unraveling that continues to this day. Except it’s getting more pronounced and there is no turning back. Change is the new normal, and organizations will either embrace this or fade away.

What Happens When the Jaguars Die?

I was reading The New York Times a few months ago and I came across an op-ed advertisement from Greenpeace. The headline read, “What happens when the jaguars die?”
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