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Preface
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How do you transform a typical organization into one that is perpetually agile, innovative, and fast-paced, and crackles with heightened expectations and intensity?


I thought I already had the complete answer to that question.


After all, for over twenty-five years I’ve taught organizational transformation at Stanford University in its Executive Program, which I direct. I teach a popular course on leading organizational transformation, and I have a busy consulting practice, having advised over one hundred companies in planning, mobilizing, and implementing major changes. I’ve studied over one thousand organizational transformations. Moreover, I’ve written nine books, including the popular book Rapid Transformation (HBR Press, 2007), with an action plan to quickly overhaul organizations into agile innovative ones. I’m also a coauthor of the international bestseller The Inside-Out Effect (Evolve, 2013), which guides business leaders in personal transformation so they can direct organizational change. When used together, these two books become a winning “secret sauce” that enables companies to become more agile, innovative, and entrepreneurial.


However, it took a random business dinner to make me realize that I was missing a critical piece.


In the winter of 2014, I was sitting across the table from Hans Vestberg, then CEO of telecommunications giant Ericsson. (Today he is CEO of Verizon.) We knew each other because I planned and directed a customized Stanford Executive Program and taught its classes in organizational leadership and transformation, and Hans had sent 70 of his top executives to our program and was planning to send another 150. After a couple of glasses of wine, I asked him why he had chosen Stanford. He replied that he wanted his people to learn from the most innovative and agile companies in the world, and most of them were based in Silicon Valley. He wanted his executives immersed in the business culture that had produced Apple, Tesla, Amazon, Cisco, and others.


He confided that he hoped his people would return with the lessons they had learned at Stanford and transform Ericsson’s culture into a more innovative corporation that could pivot rapidly to new opportunities.


I left the dinner struck by Hans’s comment that he wanted his executives to “learn from the best.” It sent my mind spinning. What, I wondered, would you find if you took a deep dive into the most innovative companies, the ones with what I call the winning mindset: a dedication to perpetual innovation and relentless experimentation that runs through the entire organization, top to bottom? Could I discover, through analysis, the key ingredients that enable these types of firms to pull this off?


I couldn’t stop thinking about this line of inquiry. I was not satisfied with the previous studies on agility and innovation. I also realized that the results of this research would fill in what was missing from my first two books on the subject.


Rapid Transformation offers a blueprint to boost an organization’s agility and innovation. It’s a practical methodology to quickly pivot large organizations and their key leaders across ranks, like a tanker ship, toward a new North Star. But the book lacks a way to spread the new mindset throughout the organization and permanently shift the culture. The Inside-Out Effect improves upon its predecessor by laying out the means for imbuing change to culture by personally transforming its people. And it focuses on the leaders and employees. Nevertheless, even the combined effect of these two books does not guarantee that the organization stays agile and innovates perpetually beyond a couple of years—it also needs a strong foundation.


Going on Offense is the third leg of the stool, completing my efforts to provide practical, actionable advice on how an organization can attain and sustain what was once known as the Silicon Valley mindset, and thus lock in perpetual agility and innovation. With this book, a company will be able to go on offense, continually adapting to new environments and expanding into new territories—and perhaps minimizing the need for another radical transformation.


Starting in 2015, I enlisted a dozen talented students at Stanford as well as three who had graduated from the school to help me conduct a comprehensive study of some of the most innovative and agile companies around the world.


Based on a survey of 6,873 global executives, academics, and consumers, we took a deep dive into twenty-six companies, including Amazon, Apple, Tesla, Microsoft, AMD, Bumble, Etsy, Unilever, Netflix, Haier, Intel, DBS Bank, KBank (Thailand), Starbucks, Zara, SpaceX, Nike, Next, Barnes & Noble, and California’s Santa Clara County (our lone public institution). Some were failures; we examined Blockbuster, Borders, Kodak, and Nokia to determine the characteristics those firms lacked that could explain their inability to transform. We also addressed companies that are struggling lately, such as Peloton and Facebook. Stories from all twenty-six companies are sprinkled throughout this book.


The framework, however, ended up drawing heavily on just five of those organizations. The book highlights the similarities and differences among their five cultures, which, interestingly, mirror the five icons of industry who are leading or led them: Steve Jobs (Apple), Elon Musk (Tesla), Jeff Bezos (Amazon), Howard Schultz (Starbucks), and Satya Nadella (Microsoft).


We selected the five centerpiece companies based on our global survey ranking the most perpetually innovative organizations in the world. Incidentally, these five companies have also significantly outperformed the S&P 500 in the past twenty years. While their leaders are hardly perfect (both Elon Musk and Steve Jobs can/could be highly erratic and abrasive to colleagues), nevertheless, I hope you walk away with actionable lessons from each company example.


It’s important to note that most of the selected companies are far from Silicon Valley, and some are not tech firms. They simply share a mentality that prioritizes agility and innovation. And being in Silicon Valley doesn’t guarantee that mentality, as firms that once epitomized the place, such as Facebook and Google, are discovering in their current struggles. Further, the successful companies we studied differ substantially from each other. We focused on what was similar while still discussing those differences. We found that perpetually innovative organizations were always on offense—on the lookout for innovation and opportunities to improve. They had developed a culture of agility.


You may be skeptical that this book can offer you methods that can vault your organization to the heights of the ultra-successful companies described herein. I want to say emphatically that is not the point of Going on Offense. The point is improvement, not copycat performance. In truth, 99 percent of firms around the world don’t fit into the category of achievement that Apple, Starbucks, Tesla, Microsoft, or Amazon have attained. And that’s OK. Whether you’re a frontline employee, a middle manager, an executive, or a CEO, this book is designed to show you the key characteristics and give you practical steps so that you and your organization, or the area you control, can reach your full potential. And remember, even a 10 percent or 20 percent improvement in agility and innovation will improve your bottom line and set you toward a culture that will benefit everyone in your organization.


When I was twenty-two years old, I had finished my masters in computer science and taken a position at IBM’s Research Center. I was working on improving the manufacturing process at IBM, and I came up with a related idea. It wasn’t directly tied to my job, but it was something that the company could easily implement, and it could save millions of dollars. My manager declined to pass on my idea, sat me down, and said, “Behnam, IBM is like a big log, if you will, going down a slow-moving river. You and I are a couple of small ants on this log, and we’re barely trying to survive.”


As you can imagine, this twenty-two-year-old just shrank and shrank as he heard about what this organization was all about. That became the defining moment of my life. I wanted to spend the rest of my life helping people connect to their power. I decided to help transform organizations with a total of one hundred million people so they could connect to their power. Too often big ideas require big people; small companies are organizations with figuratively big people, but as they grow, people feel less visible and less heard. They lose interest in the company’s challenges unless they are directly accountable. This book is a kind of culminating effort to help change that dynamic.


Before you turn the page (and I hope that you are eager to do so), I would like to thank all the people who made Going on Offense possible. First and foremost, I thank my wife, Nazanin, for her unflagging support and encouragement from the moment I came up with the idea for this book, through the years of research, and up through publication. Nazanin, this book would not be here without you.


I also thank the Brightline Initiative (part of the Project Management Institute) and all the PMI leaders—especially Ricardo Vargas and Tahirou Assane—who helped me combine the essence of Rapid Transformation and The Inside-Out Effect into a streamlined booklet, “The Transformation Compass.” These two former students of mine generously shared this booklet with their two million members and had it covered in The Economist. They have been longtime cheerleaders of my ideas and have been instrumental in spreading my approaches throughout the world.


I would have been in trouble from the beginning if not for Nadia Mufti, a graduate of the Stanford School of Design. She helped me enormously in the early research and coding of Going on Offense. Also, it was her idea to add the start-up mindset as a category, so thank you for that as well. And much thanks to Benny Banerjee, who introduced Nadia to me.


I can’t say enough about my phenomenal Stanford research team, led by Callie McKenna Rosenthal, who demonstrated exceptional leadership skills throughout the project. Thanks to the other members of the team: Parker Thomas Kasiewicz, Parthav Shergill, Matthew Macario Yekell, Vivian Urness-Galindo, and Lauren Taylor, who are all absolutely brilliant and made excellent contributions to this book. Further, Andrew LaForge, Alex Avery, Tara Viswanathan, Toby Espinoza, and Michael Terrell also contributed to this research and earlier works. I’d also like to thank Bonnie Chan, who not only assisted me with my previous work but also helped keep me and the research team focused.


A huge thank-you to the brilliant Stuart Crainer, cofounder of Thinkers50 (considered the Oscars for management), who initially interviewed me on this research. His incisive questions deepened the book’s content. I’m also grateful to Karen Christensen, chief editor of Rotman Management Magazine, for her follow-up to Stuart’s Q&A.1


Many thanks to my magnificent editor John Landry (formerly of Harvard Business Review), who dived into my early drafts and initiated numerous inspiring conversations with me about both content and direction. I’d also like to thank my publisher, Rohit Bhargava, cofounder of Ideapress, for always being there for insightful advice and for sharing my enthusiasm for this book.


I am extremely grateful for the business leaders with whom I have had the privilege of working closely; they have made a profound impact on my life. First and foremost, the late Andy Grove, CEO of Intel, who took a chance on an energetic and curious graduate who had just been awarded his doctorate; his faith in me helped lay the foundation for both design thinking and agile development. He hired me to train seven thousand Intel executives and mid-level managers around the globe on product development innovation and agility. From that experience, I learned what it’s like to run a fast-paced organization that embraces many of Silicon Valley’s cultural values, such as effective meeting practices, the decision-making process, and a culture of constructive conflict that encourages the airing of all ideas. I stopped working with Intel in the late 1990s; after Grove’s death in 2016, Intel slowly reverted to a bureaucratic organization in need of transformation back to its roots.


The leader who has perhaps had the biggest impact on me is David House, executive vice president of Intel, who left in 1996 to become chairman and CEO of Bay Networks. There, he presided over one of the most successful organizational transformations in Silicon Valley’s history: profits increased twentyfold and market value by fivefold to nearly $10 billion. He brought me in, and I basically slept in a sleeping bag in my office while I assisted in that transformation. He was a master of cultural change, and many subsequent leaders in Silicon Valley were his protégés: Maynard Webb, a former chief operating officer of eBay, and Lloyd Carney, CEO at a number of high-profile networking and telecom firms. Working with executives and senior managers from global organizations with market caps above a trillion dollars has been a highlight of my career. Through these experiences, I have gained a deep understanding of their transformation and rapid growth. In my book, I discuss several of these organizations and the valuable lessons I learned. I am grateful for the opportunity to contribute to their success.


I’d also like to thank Khun Suphachai Chearavanont, CEO of C.P. Group, and the top leaders at Kasikornbank (Kbank), including Khun Banthoon Lamsam, chairman emeritus; Khun Kattiya Indaravijaya, CEO; and Khun Patchara Samalapa, president, for teaching me to balance the Silicon Valley culture with one that commits to all its full-time employees. My proudest experience was working with Khun Patchara in transforming a twelve-thousand-employee traditional retail organization into a nimble Silicon Valley digital culture that met or surpassed all its objectives and has won many awards.


I would also like to thank Spencer Fung, group executive chairman of Li & Fung, who has been a great supporter of my transformation work within Li & Fung’s manufacturing, retail, and finance divisions. Special thanks to Ed Lam, former CFO of Li & Fung, headquartered in Hong Kong, who in 2017 won the Asset CFO of the Year award for our successful efforts in applying the Rapid Transformation and Inside-Out methodologies to the finance organization of this $18-billion company with operations in 40 countries. Ed is currently the founder and CEO of LFX and is digitally transforming the retail industry. Dr. Peter Bertke, a nephrologist who attended my executive class at Stanford, also applied these concepts in 2018 to transform the most prestigious private Swiss hospital group, Hirslanden, into the most efficient acute care hospital group in Switzerland. He is currently working his magic at several public hospitals. Professor Oriol Amat, former dean of UPF Barcelona School of Management, also applied these methodologies in transforming the school in 2020 and was subsequently promoted; since then, he has been successfully employing the same techniques as the rector, president, of UPF. We have published several cases on this that can be accessed through European Case Clearing House.


Many thanks to Vernon Irvin, a serial star CEO and a friend with whom I have enjoyed several transformation project collaborations. It was a great pleasure to work with Irvin to transform the largest division within Verisign from a $380-million failing organization into a nimble, thriving, $1-billion division in two years. My close friend and former client, Faraj Aalaei, who has led two successful Silicon Valley IPOs, has also been a kindred spirit and intellectual partner during my entire journey, including this book. Finally, I wish to express my gratitude to the people who lead Santa Clara County, especially CEO Dr. Jeff Smith, Leslie Crowell, Megan Doyle, James Williams, Greta Hansen, Rene Santiago, Paul Lorenz, Dr. Sanjay Kurani, Dr. Cliff Wang, and all the great leaders and individual contributors I had the privilege of working with. They and countless others gave me the opportunity to apply my expertise to the public sector. Since our work together, I am proud to say that Santa Clara County has become the model for major transformation, saving tens of thousands of lives during the COVID-19 pandemic and reducing costs by more than $450 million across various departments while improving employee and customer satisfaction. It is deeply humbling to see that many leaders who worked with me earlier on various transformation efforts are currently the top executives of Santa Clara County.


Now you can turn the page …











CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Introduction: Seeing the Challenge



Have you ever watched the television series See on Apple TV+? It takes place in the distant future, long after a deadly virus has decimated humankind. Those who survived became blind. Now, centuries later, the idea of sight is considered a myth. But then twins are born who can see just as their ancestors did. They become targets of members of the tribe who fear what “seeing” will bring.


Likewise, many leaders treat the idea that large organizations can transform into perpetually innovative firms as a myth, a fanciful story from a distant past. Even tech companies that used to be nimble in the 2000s, such as Facebook and Google, are now a shadow of their former, stunningly innovative, selves. JD Ross, cofounder of Opendoor, tweeted that “Google’s greatest evil is grooming brilliant twenty-two-year-olds into becoming complacent careerists instead of ambitious founders who might one day compete with them.” In response, Tesla chief Elon Musk tweeted that “most big companies in tech have turned into places where talent goes to die.”2


Likewise, in 2013, soon after Microsoft acquired his company, Nokia’s CEO Stephen Elop ended his speech saying, “We didn’t do anything wrong, but somehow, we lost.”3 It was a devastating end to a company that had a major share of mobile phones before Apple’s entry in 2007. Nokia’s laser focus on operational metrics, combined with its failure to cultivate a cultural transformation, and a lack of courageous and innovative products that customers would love, led to its downfall. In other words, the world changed, and Nokia failed to change accordingly. That was a decade ago. As I was completing this book in 2023, impressive advances in artificial intelligence were adding yet another disruption to many markets. Agile innovation is becoming more important than ever—and further out of reach for complacent giants.


This begs the question: Can any sizable firm see a way to course correct and make the myth real again?


Few executives would object to their companies becoming agile innovators—which I define as always being on the lookout to reimagine and implement new processes, partnerships, products, markets, and services and improve existing ones. Innovation is essential in order to thrive in our increasingly disruptive markets. Agility is necessary to move quickly to address opportunities and threats. Agility in this book does not refer to software methodology—as Steve Denning has pointed out, “Agile has sometimes become a pretext for the creation of sweatshops.”4 Instead, I’m focusing on agile as a mindset first and a critical element of a perpetually innovative culture that responds quickly to change. Thus, I use agile innovation and perpetual innovation interchangeably in this book.


The impediments are daunting. First, bureaucratic companies must contend with the legacy of the twentieth-century definition of success. Back then, they were rewarded for making quality goods at scale at an affordable price. They quite understandably hired bureaucrats to fulfill this goal. Innovation fell victim to predictable marketing and incremental improvements, both of which produced the steady growth that management and Wall Street craved. Companies jettisoned agility in favor of a massive, complex structure that, like an ocean liner, can’t turn on a dime.


Besides the inertia of size and complexity, human nature is the main obstacle to change. First off, people are conditioned to give away their own power. From being entirely dependent as infants, to partially dependent as we grow into adulthood, we are tempted to continue that pattern. We often abdicate our own thinking to the books we read and the lectures we hear; we leave the dictates of morality to religious leaders and our diet to doctors.5 Essentially, we’re too afraid to think for ourselves. In the workplace, we’re comfortable ceding our power to the bureaucratic hierarchy so we can settle into a predictable, stable set of routines and tasks.


Second, it is human nature to be self-interested and proud. Most managers in large companies have a touch of that, making them embrace command and control, and care about maintaining their fiefdoms and perquisites.


Third, people tend to commit themselves and resist change when they have invested significant resources in a project or strategic direction. They persist in the sunk cost fallacy even if abandoning that course of action makes long-term financial sense.


Finally, the sort of change that can break through the inertia of tradition takes tremendous resolve. Agility and innovation require a kind of alertness and flexibility that demands enormous mental and physical effort. It’s exhausting just talking about it. And it definitely requires more energy than most people want to devote to their work.




What Perpetual Innovation Really Takes


From the above, you might conclude that transforming big companies is a nearly impossible task. Some books in circulation insist that human nature can change. In their view, people can simply set aside their pettiness, dis-mantle their command-and-control structures and dedicate themselves to work for the good of investors and consumers.


I’ve been hearing this argument for decades, ever since I began teaching and consulting in the mid-1990s. I live in Silicon Valley, where the rallying cries have been the worst, full of techno-optimism and gleeful ignorance of how big companies actually work. Command and control still reigns, yet evangelists keep agitating for a fully decentralized utopia of autonomous organizations. And now those same people believe that the pandemic, the Great Resignation, and quiet quitting will act as a turning point and deliver their utopian vision.


It’s not going to happen. Not that way.


But I assure you, transforming big companies is not an impossible dream. It’s definitely hard—and it takes a lot more than a CEO’s inspiring speech or other company rhetoric to get people to transform their organizations. They need a holistic approach that instills the discipline and generates the emotional energy necessary to thrive in a time of disruption. Leaders have to put aside personal wishes and transform for a larger purpose. In other words, they must open their eyes and “see” that they can’t continue with business as usual.


Ironically, one excellent example of a driver for change comes from way back in 1977. Rob Strasser, Nike’s first head of marketing, issued an internal memo entitled “Principles.”6 On one page, he laid out all of the principles. They didn’t come from current operations. Rather, it reflected Strasser’s gut feeling that these principles should guide the perspective of the Nike organization.


[image: A list with ten points has a tick mark for a heading. The points in the list read as follows. 1. Our business is change. 2. We're on offense. All the time. 3. Perfect results count- not a perfect process. Break the rules: fight the law. 4. This is as much about battle as about business. 5. Assume nothing. Make sure people keep their promises. Push yourselves push others. Stretch the possible. 6. Live off the land. 7. Your job isn't done until the job is done. 8.Dangers; Bureaucracy, personal ambition, energy takers versus energy givers, knowing our weakness, don't get too many things on the platter. 9. It won't be pretty. 10. If we do the right things we'll make money damn near automatic.]


These principles resonate on a visceral level, and they underscore the role emotions play in the process of change. Too many authors think we can do away with human nature, that companies can expect employees to drop their petty self-interest and collaborate in service to consumers and society. But if you’re going to do away with one emotion, you have to replace it with another. Otherwise people will rationally decide to just work for bureaucracies.


Just look at the history of most great companies, including in Silicon Valley. You’ll discover that the founder, and often the subsequent leaders, were hardly the super-rational creators they often portrayed themselves to be. They would like you to think that they approached a particular market, saw how to solve its problems, and then overcame the challenges standing in the way of that solution. There’s some truth in that description, but their emotional commitments, along with a variety of odd quirks and even sometimes their extreme behavior, were crucial to their success.


Take Steve Jobs as a shining example, especially in his second reign at Apple. In his first reign, he was the opposite of the prevailing model of a successful CEO. He was rude, obnoxious, arrogant, narcissistic, and paranoid. Even in a largely sympathetic account, his biographer Walter Isaacson asserted that “driven by demons, he could push those around him to fury and despair … his personality and passions and products were all interrelated.”


The company Jobs cofounded and the directors he picked eventually fired him because they believed his obsessions were running Apple into the ground. Yet the experienced corporate bureaucrats who succeeded him failed to revive operations, and in desperation, Apple’s board hired him back.


It turned out the pain and hardship he suffered during his post-Apple stint at Next transformed Jobs’s personality. He became more empathic while retaining his passion and ambition. This “new” Jobs was also much clearer about where he wanted to steer Apple.


When he returned as CEO in 1997, the company was nearly bankrupt, and Jobs had to make decisions that would determine Apple’s survival. He proceeded to transform the company along many dimensions, completely revamping the board of directors and canceling products and projects in which his predecessors had invested millions of dollars. This time, the changes worked, and the company came up with breathtaking innovations that gave customers what they didn’t realize they wanted. When Jobs stepped down as CEO in 2011, Apple had become the most valuable company in the world—which it remains twelve years later.


That emotions such as passion, energy, obsession, and ambition were vital ingredients in Apple’s success is no accident. Building an innovative organization, whether from a transformed bureaucracy or from scratch, takes enormous work. It’s also quite risky; many of these efforts go nowhere. If you’re merely a capable, highly rational person interested in a stable business, you’re better off joining an established company and dealing with the hierarchy. But if you feel a deep-seated drive to create an enterprise for unmet needs in the marketplace and to realize your vision free from the dictates of superiors, you should choose an agile innovator. And that’s important because, in addition to being hyper-rational, you’re going to need all the emotion you can muster to sustain yourself and your organization in the tough beginnings.







Coming Up with the Key Elements


From my experience and the interviews and surveys I’ve conducted using my large professional network, I came up with thirty-seven qualities that a large company needs, in both its leaders and its employees, to become perpetually innovative. To confirm that my hunches held up in the real world, I assembled a team of a dozen researchers comprised of current and former Stanford graduate students, researchers with doctorates, and a former editor of the Harvard Business Review. We chose fifty-two companies that experienced either high growth, average growth, or major decline sometime between 2006 and 2022. This period deliberately included multiple eras: prerecession, the great financial crisis, the post-crisis period of growth, prepandemic, pandemic, and shortly after the pandemic.


The team—based on a survey of 6,873 global executives, academics, and consumers—narrowed the list to twenty-six firms, grouped into high, medium, and low degrees of agility and innovation. Then we gathered credible accounts of those companies from published articles and books. In addition, we interviewed dozens of managers and other employees from each company. Finally, we coded all this data, several thousand pages worth, according to those criteria.


We then performed regression, pairwise analysis, and cluster analysis to determine what separated the best from the worst-performing organizations. In order to verify the results derived from our regression, pairwise and cluster analyses, a separate team used another research approach created by my PhD advisor, Kathleen Eisenhardt. It’s called multi-case theory building, which starts by picking a driver you’re studying, such as fast decision-making in an organization. First, you do a deep dive into one case to come up with an explanation for what drives fast decision-making. Then you dive into a second case, and then a third, and so on. We examined a case study for each of our companies. Once you derive these explanations, you need to find the commonality among them. Perhaps several cases have substantial overlap. You still must arrive at an explanation that satisfies each case. To do that, you must increase the level of abstraction, which means you simplify the complex elements of your explanations iteratively until you arrive at a unified answer.


As with any research, distinctions across some categories can be fuzzy. We road-tested the integrity of these categories with managers in eight companies. The results held up, but we adjusted the wording of the categories to make sure our descriptions reflected their distinctiveness.


Going on Offense lays out those drivers and how they propel an organization to transform. It starts with existentialism, not as philosophy but as a commitment to a meaningful purpose that gives the organization and its employees both its reason for existing and its North Star for decisions. Such employees’ passion usually leads to customer obsession, which entails sometimes following their customers’ wishes and other times empathetically imagining what those customers would value. This type of obsession is the best way to realize the company’s purpose.


Those two elements in turn create a Pygmalion effect, in the sense that the leaders influence most people in the organization to adopt that purpose and mindset. That’s essential because one leader can’t directly influence enough people to move an organization to overcome the challenges of achieving innovation. You need to create a culture that promotes your ideal employee, just as the sculptor Pygmalion did when he created his future spouse.


Then I add the start-up mindset, which impels companies—especially their leaders—to put aside normal calculations of profitability and work zealously for the purpose described above. The actual founder may have retired or died long ago, but the current leaders behave like missionaries, not mercenaries, in pursuit of their goal.


However, organizations need to conserve energy for that start-up mindset. That means managing tempo, preparing slowly and deliberately for their next move, then proceeding quickly to seize the opportunity as it emerges. Conserving energy also means working bimodally, with one part of the organization producing incremental improvements while the other chases experimental possibilities; both modes are essential to sustained success. Here as well, organizations need to disrupt the normal human tendency to approach all tasks with the same speed and creativity.


With this purpose, mindset, and culture—as opposed to rational directives—the company creates the passion to move boldly. That passion generates a restless striving that pushes people to overcome the ever-present temptation to value sunk costs or to seek growth that may be easy and profitable but weakens quality.


That boldness also leads to radical collaboration, in which people are so crazed with passion that they dare to work with others outside their own silos. Ordinary, rational people would rather stick with the people they know, but companies that are perpetually innovative transcend that impulse.


To achieve agility and innovation, a company cannot rely on creating a sense of urgency or communicating its goals repeatedly; leaders must dig deep and commit themselves, and the organization, to a rigorous process. The transformation they need requires relentless discipline, powered by the courage and resilience that only come from deep emotional commitment.


The eight elements mentioned above explain most, but not all, of what drove the impressive success of the highly innovative firms we studied. Underscoring the importance of these eight elements, as some or all fell away, the corresponding companies struggled.









Six Other Characteristics for Perpetual Innovation


Nevertheless, our research and analysis unearthed six other interesting characteristics that also contribute to perpetual innovation within an organization. These six are sprinkled in varying degrees throughout the following eight chapters.


The first of these is to be meta-agile, which is the ability to change your perspective from big picture to close attention to detail, and to do it quickly as needed. In her Harvard Business Review article, Rosabeth Moss Kanter labels these two distinct viewpoints “zooming out” and “zooming in.”7 Meta refers to the company’s leaders and employees all having the ability to see the big picture on any given issue. That implies that the firm empowers and encourages all its members, regardless of their place in the hierarchy, to get out of the weeds and know the business thoroughly. Such an environment gives everyone a stake in the firm’s mission, and the incentive to accomplish it. In contrast, a company that compartmentalizes the big picture perspective ends up with leaders who become controlling and tactical, and employees who become nothing more than cogs in a wheel.


The agile part of meta-agile refers to the ability to switch easily from the big picture to close detail. That ensures a comprehensive view of the current opportunity or threat, which leads to better adaptation in the face of uncertainty. For example, such a company can adapt to changing modes of work, such as remote versus in-office, in response to a pandemic. In contrast, a firm that doesn’t value agility discourages people from taking initiative, even when they see solutions. Instead, leaders play politics, saying the right things but avoiding doing anything that will get them in trouble.


Another characteristic is first principles, a way of thinking that challenges your assumptions until you reach the fundamental truths about a situation. The questions that you keep asking include (1) Why do I believe this assumption? (2) What is the counterargument to this belief? (3) How can I prove my belief? and (4) What are the consequences of holding on to this belief if I’m wrong? Eventually, you strip away the assumptions that are standing in the way of innovation.


In one of his articles on this characteristic, author James Clear gives the potent example of Elon Musk pursuing his goal of sending the first rocket to Mars: “He ran into a major challenge right off the bat … [when he] discovered that the cost of purchasing a rocket was astronomical—up to $65 million.” Musk decided to rethink the problem using first principles. Why did he have to buy a rocket? Could he make one instead? He broke down all the raw materials that go into a rocket and discovered that he could buy them “for around 2 percent of the typical price [of a rocket].” Then he challenged his assumptions about the feasibility of constructing his own rocket, and the result was the creation of SpaceX. Through innovation, the company, in a few years, “cut the cost of launching a rocket by 10x while still making a profit.”8


The next characteristic is unlearning and reconfiguring the mental constructs you use to make sense of your world. An article by the team at Causeit, Inc. and Mark Bonchek entitled “Unlearning Mental Models” cautions that “mental models can be hard to identify and shift because they are usually unconscious and deeply embedded into how we are used to doing things.” Their solution is a threefold process. First, you have to “know when your mental models are growing outdated.” Second, you must distinguish between your old mental model and the new one you hope to adopt. Third, “it’s not enough to show the new [mental model] is better,” you have to make it accessible to the rest of your company. The authors suggest using “a familiar image to build a bridge between the old and the new.” Their example is Henry Ford originally calling his product a horseless carriage to help consumers transition to the unfamiliar term automobile.9 Columbia Business School professor Rita Gunther McGrath adds that unlearning and reconfiguring need to be employed constantly to remain competitive in today’s world.10


For the next characteristic, I use the shorthand term subtraction. It is the antidote to the human tendency to add more layers of bureaucracy to an enterprise as it grows in size. More people require more coordination, increasing the possibility of error just as the stakes have increased. In response, management adds standardized processes and procedures, rules and restrictions, oversight from gatekeepers and auditors, and more and larger meetings to keep everyone on the same page.


These additions can sap the energy of your workforce up and down the line. To demonstrate how that might work, Stanford professor Baba Shiv conducted a fascinating experiment: He chose two random groups and asked the first to remember a two-digit number and the second group to remember a seven-digit number. In essence, the cognitive load was greater for the second group than the first. Then everyone was sent down a hallway to a table containing snacks: chocolate cake or fruit salad. Surprisingly, the second group was twice as likely to choose the cake than the first group. These snacks were proxies for right (healthy) and wrong (unhealthy) decisions. Professor Shiv concluded that when the cognitive load was high, a person didn’t have the reserve of energy to make the right decision. Simply put, brainpower knocked out willpower.11


To reduce the cognitive load and thus improve decision-making, the best leaders actively fight “addition sickness.” Subtraction is their mantra as they continually ask, what’s essential? What can be eliminated? Can thirty reports be reduced to four? If a meeting is large, can the team assigned to the project be shrunk? Does the team have to meet weekly? Can meetings be cut from an hour to thirty minutes? This paring down frees up brainpower and thus boosts efficiency.


Ironically, the next characteristic is controlled chaos. Its opposite, conformity, chokes off dissenting views so that everyone marches to the same tune. And that leads to an autocratic culture. In contrast, a company in controlled chaos can seem out of whack because it is taking bold risks, assessing them quickly, jettisoning failures, and plowing forward in new and better directions.


In a December 2021 interview, Ken Griffin, CEO of major hedge fund Citadel, recalled how Jack Welch, the legendary leader of General Electric in its heyday who was acquiring several dozen companies, described buying both a successful venture and a failing one. Welch asserted that running a great company was like driving a Formula One car as it flies down the straightaway of the track at 220 miles per hour, and then brakes to take a curve, spinning out and nearly hitting the wall, but swerving at the last minute to hug the curve and hit the accelerator once again. It’s a marvelously visual image of controlled chaos. In contrast, Welch used another driving metaphor to describe what it was like to operate a failing company: “Picture a beautiful day in Texas and you’re in a Cadillac going down the highway at 55 miles an hour, playing John Denver music.”12


The final characteristic we discovered springs from the dissent that flourishes in controlled chaos. Developed at Intel and embraced at Amazon, it is known as disagree and commit. It requires a psychologically safe space in which dissent is encouraged. If your company has that, then your people can argue all sides of a particular issue. Suppose your superior vetoes your proposal right off the bat. That veto isn’t the last word—it’s the trigger to start disagreeing, respectfully. As Amazon executive Mark Schwartz notes, “Disagreeing doesn’t mean acting like a jerk. It means making a cogent case, using data where possible to support your arguments.” Disagreeing also involves empathetically considering the proponent’s concerns and responsibilities. Moreover, if a company supports the airing of different viewpoints, then “if you disagree with something, it’s your responsibility to argue.”13


Having made your argument, your superior may agree, arrive at a compromise, or reject your proposal outright. Whatever the result, you have been an active part of the process. You’ve committed to your argument and to presenting it to others. The second part of disagree and commit is as important as the first: As Schwartz points out, “You’re committed to the decision [no matter the outcome]. You can’t be passive-aggressive or later say, ‘I told you so.’ You own the final decision, even though it may not be what you originally wanted.” This element has two important functions: it enables the best solution to come to the surface, and it ensures that everyone will support it.







Navigating the Book


To make your time spent on Going on Offense as productive as possible, I am summarizing the next nine chapters in this first one. You can read selectively by jumping to the elements that interest you, or read through the book from start to finish.


Each of the next eight chapters addresses the eight elements described above, but in a different order that I believe will resonate best with readers. I’ve divided Going on Offense into three overarching parts based on my research: Generous, Ferocious, and Courageous. After this introductory chapter, we take up the Generous section (chapters 2 to 4). Chapter 2 addresses existentialism as an authentic way of making work matter. Corporate purpose is trendy these days, but too often the idea is bandied about in a soft way, like public relations, to give employees an easy sense of meaning in their day-to-day work. There’s nothing wrong with that, but I use the term existentialism to convey the seriousness of the commitment required for change. Companies are not people, but they need a powerful reason for being in order to call forth the extra effort required to become perpetually innovative. They must generously commit to making the world better in a specific way.


Chapter 3 focuses on generosity through an obsession with customers, but perhaps not as you anticipate. Yes, some companies are so committed to their customers’ desires that they rely on the marketplace to determine most of their products and services. That reliance requires close listening to customer feedback and quick reaction, generating a kind of cocreation that drives successful products. But this obsession can also play out as empathetic imagination. This approach doesn’t involve feedback, or even consulting with customers, who may suggest only an improved version of what they currently have. Instead, it requires the company to imagine intensely what customers will want in the future and then work rigorously to deliver it, as Apple did with the iPhone and Henry Ford did with the Model T automobile.


Chapter 4 applies the Pygmalion effect to companies. Like the mythological sculptor, leaders must project their generous commitments onto the rest of the organization through a strong culture. Most companies are too large to expect employees to share top management’s existential commitment. But contrary to what other writers say, the Pygmalion process isn’t about communication or propaganda. It’s about selection and trust: finding people disposed to the purpose, trusting them to advance it, and graciously ushering out those who decline to embrace the purpose. One-on-one mentoring and performance reviews reinforce this process. The Pygmalion effect comes from creating a community of like-minded individuals ready to collaborate toward shared goals.


Next up is the Ferocious section (chapters 5 to 7), where companies aggressively apply these generous commitments to the real world. It begins with chapter 5 on the start-up mindset. To drive those commitments forward, companies need to convert at least some of their employees, who originally joined as money-focused mercenaries, into missionaries. It needs a core of people, most likely in management, who take responsibility for making progress on that purpose. They act as though they were in a start-up, so passionate about their purpose that they suppress the need for conventional profitability and a life of comfort in favor of pursuing what’s right for the purpose. In their minds, they are choosing truth and speed over convenience. They assume—with the right focus and intensity—the profits will come in time, and they’re usually right. This mindset imposes concrete discipline on the rest of the organization.


That doesn’t mean driving hard all the time. Chapter 6 describes how to manage tempo, an essential method for applying energy when you need it most. Most companies move, automatically or passively, at the same speed pretty much all the time. But some opportunities or threats are so urgent that only firms ready to pick up their pace immediately can meet them. As with lions in the wild, which move slowly much of the time, that readiness depends on more than a guiding purpose and discipline that make people intentional all the time. It also requires varying the tempo so people can store up energy at other times.


Chapter 7 continues this point by laying out how companies operate bimodally. Even in disruptive times, success requires more than just stunning innovation. Companies also have to commercialize those new ideas and keep improving their existing offerings. Similar to managing tempo, companies need to operate in two modes: a steady state of improvement and a special state of agility with rapid, iterative gains. Usually one area of the company emphasizes compression to reduce costs on familiar, stable tasks, while another emphasizes creativity to generate new products and services. Intentions are key here; leaders need to keep the creative area, with dedicated, multifunctional teams, shielded from the pressures of business as usual.


The third and final section, Courageous (chapters 8 and 9), recognizes that all these activities require audacity, not just a willingness to act. Chapter 8 advocates for boldness and taking big steps, using all the restless energy from those commitments and aggressiveness. Leaders need to encourage that restlessness while also guiding it toward productive ends. Sometimes that means investing in major innovations even when existing products are thriving, as Amazon did with Amazon Web Services (AWS). Alternatively, it can mean taking a chance on a risky initiative but doing so in a way that matches the company’s existential commitment, as Bumble did in India. It could even mean scaling back an initiative to ensure quality. Boldness becomes a force that overcomes the worries that stymie the efforts of cautious, conventional companies. But to unleash that bold energy from employees, management must provide an environment that is psychologically safe.14


Chapter 9 delves into a familiar challenge, radical collaboration, in which companies must figuratively break up the hierarchy to give projects the help they need. How do you encourage people to courageously go beyond their comfortable groups and teams? It’s easy to tell companies not to allow silos, but silos are a fact of organizational life. What matters is in what areas you permit the silos, because that determines the possibilities for collaboration. Furthermore, choosing where to allow silos depends on your strategy, whether you emphasize responsiveness to customers or fundamental innovation itself.


A final chapter brings all three sections together with an extended case study. Most of the examples in Going on Offense are technology-oriented companies in Silicon Valley and their analogs in other high-tech environments. But chapter 10 presents an extended case study of a low-tech company, Starbucks. It also explores practical steps that established companies can take to transform themselves using the energy generated by these elements.


I’ve coached over a hundred private and public organizations in their transformations, and I’ve seen ordinary companies in conventional industries fundamentally change their operations. They come up with a powerful movement that drives passion throughout the hierarchy, which over time leads to a level of agility and innovation that few thought possible. Most of them were mature, established companies, not start-ups, and they didn’t transform overnight. But by approaching change in a systematic way, which I lay out in this book, they shed their old habits and built the mindset of success.


You, dear reader, are about to embark on the same journey of transformation. But as I’ve noted, it isn’t easy. You may find yourself alone, parsing through the sections, wondering how closely to adhere to them if you want to achieve success. Jeff Bezos of Amazon offers some sage advice that buoyed him on the tenth anniversary of the 1999 Barron’s cover that caricatured him as a businessman doomed to fail.


[image: The front page of Barron's newspaper from May 31, 1999 is shown. The top heading in the page reads, 'In a wobbly week, the D O W declines more than 2 percent: page M W 3.' Three new overviews are shown below the heading. The main article on the page has a heading that reads, 'Amazon dot bomb.' A few paragraphs are below it with an illustration of a bomb with Jeff Bezos's face painted on it.]


He tweeted the following: “Listen and be open, but don’t let anybody tell you who you are. This was just one of the many stories telling us all the ways we were going to fail.”15 Because of its perpetual innovation, Amazon today is one of the most successful companies in the world, having revolutionized two entirely different services: shopping and web services.


If you keep an open mind and an open heart, you will gain much from what follows.
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