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Praise for deComplify


“Gary Michel’s book, deComplify: How Simplification Drives Stability, Innovation, and Transformation, is a game-changer for anyone seeking to navigate today’s complex business landscape. With practical insights and actionable strategies, Michel empowers leaders to cut through the noise, streamline processes, and unlock new levels of success. This book is a must-read guide for those looking to deliver breakthrough performance and transform their organizations for the better.”


—Stan Askren, Former CEO and chairman, HNI Corporation




“deComplify is a must-read for anyone seeking to navigate the complexities of our world with renewed clarity, purpose, and simplicity. This book is a beacon, providing a roadmap to simplify complex situations and uncover hidden opportunities. The author’s ability to break down intricate concepts into actionable steps is truly remarkable. Through relatable examples and thought-provoking anecdotes, deComplify will equip you with the tools, mindset, and inspiration to simplify your life, fuel innovation, and create lasting change. Prepare to be inspired, enlightened, and transformed by this groundbreaking book. Get ready to unlock your full potential and unleash the power of simplicity.”


—Damon Baker, CEO, Lean Focus




“Michel provides a practical road map in deComplify, based on his successful application of the four leadership absolutes employed throughout his career. A great read to understand how to reduce complexity and deliver results.”


—John Holland, Former CEO and chairman, Butler Manufacturing




“In deComplify, Gary Michel has both identified and solved one of the most common yet least understood challenges in business today—the tendency to overcomplicate or ‘complify’ business challenges and processes. Michel provides a much-needed road map to personal and organizational effectiveness. This book should be required reading for all leaders and aspiring leaders in business today.”


—William L. Sparks, Ph.D., Author of Amazon #1 best-selling book, Actualized Leadership: Meeting Your Shadow & Maximizing Your Potential, Distinguished chair and professor of leadership, McColl School of Business, Queens University of Charlotte




“Gary Michel has captured business wisdom in a framework that can simplify the most complex business challenges! Deeply engaging and starkly relevant, deComplify will inspire you to lead from a position of insatiable learning.”


—Katy Dickson, Former president, American Girl; Board director, Flexsteel Industries, Black Rifle Coffee, and Compana Pet




“For those who wish to remain stuck in theoretical constructs and impractical suggestions, deComplify is not the book for you. But if you crave a firsthand perspective from a proven business mastermind and operator, this book is a gold mine. Filled with dynamic strategies on employing lean design and engaged leadership, deComplify is your roadmap to business advancement, offering a pioneering approach to achieving stability, sparking innovation, and leading transformative change.”


—John Rossman, Business advisor; Best-selling author, The Amazon Way, The Amazon Way on IoT, Think Like Amazon; Keynote speaker




“Gary’s approach to business draws upon a wealth of practical experience and is both actionable and personable, highly recommended.”


—Mark Morelli, CEO Vontier Corporation




“In deComplify, Gary Michel shares a crucial message about how effective leaders engage and motivate team members with clear, direct communications that sets expectations and drives business outcomes. This is an area where Michel excels as a leader, and I am grateful for his valuable insights in this important book.”


—Dean Acosta, Former Honeywell & Resideo Chief Communications Officer.




“deComplify is a great example of Gary Michel’s ability to present important thoughts in ways that everyone can relate to. Knowing him for many years personally and wotking together on several boards I have come to truly respect Gary’s leadership qualities. While much of Gary’s experience is in the manufacturing world, the concepts in deComplify have application in a wide range of industries.”


—Barry Bobrow, Managing Director, Regions Bank




As someone who has benefited directly from Gary’s wisdom and experience, I can attest to the value created by continuously working to “deComplify”. Gary is able to incorporate and apply his concepts across the enterprise, from the shop floor to long-term strategic planning. Most importantly, Gary “deComplifies” the presentation of his message by providing advice that is easy to understand and execute. Well done!


—Brad Hughes, retired CEO, Cooper Tire & Rubber Company
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To Jodi, with love.


You have always been in my corner, had my back, and walked by my side.




 


This is the Way for those who want to learn my strategy:


Do not think dishonestly.


The Way is in the training.


Become acquainted with every art.


Know the Ways of all professions.


Distinguish between gain and loss in worldly matters.


Develop intuitive judgement and understanding of everything.


Perceive those things which cannot be seen.


Pay attention even to trifles.


Do nothing which is of no use.


—MIYAMOTO MUSASHI, A BOOK OF FIVE RINGS
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Life is really simple, but we insist on making it complicated.


—CONFUCIUS


Complify. It’s a word. It means to make something more complicated than it needs to be. As a young leader early in one of my first leadership roles, I was frustrated with the many layers of processes put in place to solve a problem. These so-called solutions only obscured the root issue and led to more complications.


A colleague shared this same frustration and uttered, “I wish they wouldn’t complify things so much!” This word stuck with me for decades.


Through a series of leadership roles in various segments and industries, I returned again and again to complify to express my frustration with the tendency of executives and managers to respond to the existing complexities of business by making things even more complicated. I have used the term so prolifically that it has become a sort of trademark for my leadership style.


Over my career, I have had the opportunity to work in a number of businesses in different industries and markets with different business models. I have found several similarities in each and every business. It boils down to this: Successful businesses share essentially the same strategy. Every successful business seeks to outgrow the competition and continuously improve the business to expand profitability. It’s that simple.


You’d be forgiven for thinking that businesspeople actually love complexity. No sooner is a simple business successful than its managers seem to pour energy into making it much more complicated. The truth is that people tend to unintentionally complify matters when they attempt to solve problems. Faced with existing complexities in an organization, the standard response is to cope with the symptoms rather than isolate and reduce the source of the problem.


To react in the moment is to fail to recognize that an organizational structure has evolved over time in a way that no longer makes sense in the present or for the future. Additionally, unquestioningly accepting the number of products and services the business offers only complifies the portfolio. A decomplified approach helps recognize when product offerings have proliferated beyond what’s practical to produce or desirable to the customer. Meanwhile, operational processes get tweaked and augmented in order to make short-term fixes, only to produce longer-term problems. In so many ways, when leadership takes their eyes off the ball, complification increases.


This distracting and complifying mindset comes at a huge cost, in both financial and emotional terms. Fundamentally, the stacking effect of complification becomes an ever-increasing barrier to transforming a business into a great company. Decomplifying is more than the stripping away of excess. Real decomplifying streamlines processes for a purpose. That purpose is to create a great company.


A great company is a company that people want to buy from, people want to work for, and people want to invest in. A truly great company always does the right thing for people, communities, and the world itself. This definition of a great company embodies the fundamental elements of a successful organization implicitly. It calls out the importance of the customer relationship and the need to provide differentiated and superior value through products and services. It recognizes the importance of engaged associates who not only create and deliver the value of the enterprise but also derive benefits themselves. And, as you would expect, a great company must make attractive returns for its investors through growth, operational excellence, and sustainable productivity.




A great company is one that people want to buy from, people want to work for, and people want to invest in.


A truly great company always does the right thing for people, communities, and the world itself.





People want to buy from a great company because they like the products and services, find it easy to do business with it, and see value in the relationship. People want to work for a great company because they believe in the purpose and values of the company and feel they can contribute and realize their personal and career aspirations. People want to invest in a great company because it continuously delivers superior financial returns.


These essential relationships apply to almost every business, regardless of product or service, industry, or geography. In this book, some but not all examples focus on manufacturing, but any kind of work can benefit from a decomplified approach. At the heart of decomplification, is the desire to eliminate artificial barriers to value delivery, which scales from the smallest unit of work to running an entire enterprise.


Jumping off the definition of a great company as one that people want to buy from, work with, and invest in, what can leaders do to make their companies great? John Rossman1 wrote eloquently about the Amazon Way’s fourteen leadership principles that contributed to making Amazon a great company. Boiling that down to what fits all business models and organizations, I swear by four leadership absolutes. The Decomplified Absolutes are:


1.Obsess about Customers


2.Field the Right Team


3.Own Your Dependencies


4.Deliver Results


How you practice the Decomplified Absolutes is visible in your leadership, culture, values, customer experience, employee engagement, and investor relations. As you navigate these core functions of your business, processes need to be simple, clean, and uncomplicated. If your business core is burdened with unnecessary work and delays, then you need to focus on the absolutes to eliminate the nonessentials. Decomplifying leads to clarifying the workflows and operational activities for customers, employees, leaders, and investors. Then, by staying true to the Decomplified Absolutes progress toward greatness is unimpeded.


Great companies figure out how to continuously outgrow the competition, sustainably expand earnings over time, and through many business cycles and deliver a greater purpose that customers, associates, and investors value. Through innovation, product management, and segmentation, they consistently deliver solutions that their customers desire. By embracing the practice of decomplification, you can transform your business into a great company and make sure you keep it that way. Of course, most businesses are complex. They consist of multiple forces that constantly change in the way they interact with each other. That makes simplification very challenging. But a complex business can decomplify their processes and operations, and returns will soar.


Simple, Complex, and Complicated


Simplicity lives in business models that are reliably boring and relentlessly repeatable. Simplicity is not aspirational because it’s exciting. Simplicity is not running to a fire; it’s enjoying the freedom to grow your business or invest in your employees because there’s no fire to fight. Simplicity is the deadbolt on your front door that lets you get the good night’s sleep that energizes you to accomplish your dreams.


Repeatability follows simplicity. If your processes can be self-sustaining and withstand the need for tinkering, then you can watch the market to take advantage of opportunities instead of constantly catching up with fluctuations because your processes are not stable. This is what Jim Collins called The Flywheel Effect.2 Once you build a solid, repeatable process, you let it do its thing while you tinker with the art of the possible and develop strategy. Throwing junk on the flywheel is inadvisable—that’s just complifying things.


Now, simplification and repeatability require work. To get there, you need to decomplify what is in your way and, just as importantly, prevent stakeholders, employees, and yourself from decomplifying things in new ways.


Decomplification is the antidote to complexity. Let’s start with the difference between the words complicated and complex. They are similar but not the same, and understanding the difference is key to avoiding the former and addressing the latter. We can address this dichotomy between complex and complicated by navigating the complex and eliminating the complicated.


Complexity is the nature of intricate and layered systems. There is no verb tense for complex. It is a state of being. Things can be complex due to their nature. It is difficult, but not impossible, to understand complex systems. We can reduce complexity in some processes, but many efficiencies that make things work better are, themselves, inherently complex. Quantum computing, for example, is not going to become less complex as it gets more efficient. Complexity is not frightening or bad; it’s simply a challenge everyone faces in different facets of work.


Complicated, on the other hand, is a noun and has a verb tense. It’s also an artificial state created by actions or circumstances that can be addressed. Humans excel at complicating things. When they complicate the complex systems, people create mazes for the other people who are trying to map them, which is a direct affront to the four Decomplified Absolutes.


Process Debt and Recovery


Technical debt is a term common to software development and coding. Essentially, when software engineers intentionally fail to fix known issues to make a deadline, they are incurring technical debt. Over time, this list of inefficiencies grows and makes for low-quality and unstable software products. However, this concept of technical debt is relevant to any work that humans do. I call the larger concept process debt because it occurs when we knowingly refuse to correct an error or inefficiency in the interest of maintaining the status quo.




Process debt is the accumulation of inefficiencies, bottlenecks, and other issues that arise as a result of neglecting to improve or update a process. It typically results from choosing short-term results over long-term solutions.





Regardless of the domain, be it manufacturing, finance, customer service, sales, etc., every short cut taken and every extra person thrown at a problem that can’t be solved outright is an action that drives process debt. Likewise, every time the easy thing is decided and done instead of the right thing, in the interest of perceived time savings, more process debt is created.


Decomplifying drives recovery and prevention of process debt by changing the behaviors that lead to creating process debt in the first place. When striving to decomplify processes and approaches, one can identify existing process debts and can then successfully eliminate them. One key methodology for helping us decomplify and eliminate process debt is Lean.


Leaning into Lean


The Lean business system is an offshoot from manufacturing but is entirely extensible to all layers of business projects and operations. Lean is key to avoiding and paying down process debt because the purpose of Lean is to eliminate waste in everything we do. We can banish complifying activities that hamper innovation or productivity, such as time wasted in non-value-added meetings and activities or adhering to needlessly convoluted protocols. Eliminating waste cuts costs, reduces the time taken to deliver products and services to customers, and even makes it easier to arrive at effective strategic decisions and deploy innovative solutions. Eliminating waste is at the heart of Lean systems thinking.


In practice, Lean is a methodology that has existed for more than seventy years, and leaders still struggle with implementing it. Lean is all about simplicity. It really comes down to maximizing customer value while minimizing waste in the production process. This is achieved by reducing the time it takes to complete a process (cycle time) and increasing the time spent on value-adding activities (process cycle efficiency). Improving this relationship eliminates waste and frees up capacity for growth. This is equally true in factory operations as it is across larger business practices. It is entirely scalable. Lean is simple, but it is not easy.




Lean is key to avoiding and paying down process debt because the purpose of Lean is to eliminate waste in everything we do.





Lean is a great tool for decomplified organizations. Decomplified organizations work in a simple manner and operate with a degree of calmness and refined organization. They remove much of the complexity that inhibits performance. One of my early lean sensei (coach) described it as a symphony—when everything is operating properly, you can hear beautiful music. But if just one instrument misses a note, the result is displeasing. Achieving this level of simplicity, however, is not easy.


A strong Lean approach provides the tools required to operate effectively and efficiently, employing the very essence of lean, the practice of continuous improvement, respect for people, identification and elimination of waste, problem identification, and problemsolving. Fundamentally, organizations are in a state of simplicity when their day-to-day activities are properly aligned with exactly what the business needs to do to drive performance, also known as strategy.


At the very core of the Lean approach is the development and deployment of standard work. We define standard work as the best known way. This is important. It is premature and inaccurate to document and measure ourselves against a theoretical or aspirational level of performance.


Rather, focus on understanding how to best perform the process to achieve the desired outcome. Then, look to continuously improve the process by eliminating waste and deploying new best known ways to perform the work. Each of us needs to feel empowered to improve the processes that we touch every day to establish a problem-solving culture. The people who do the work are creating value, and they best understand the work that they do. Empowering them to do their work more effectively is the fastest way to improve quality and drive employee satisfaction and a positive culture.


Every associate must be a problem solver. Organizations should not rely on leaders to provide all the answers. When leaders coach others to become problem-solvers, they free up their own capacity to take on proactive thinking and tasks, increasing the company’s ability to improve, change and grow. This approach helps develop associates and future leaders. It provides opportunities for growth and enhances engagement.


Reinforcing the basics of standard work, problem identification and problem solving, and management by daily improvement is imperative to transforming operations and functional processes to the next level. In other words, we talk about the transformation standard as halving the bad and doubling the good.


This simplicity forces us to identify the most important area of focus at a given time for improvement and helps to eliminate confusion and frustration that is sometimes experienced when processes are not optimized. The simplicity that comes with the successful deployment of a Lean business operating system is a way of life. It becomes part of the continuous improvement culture and dedication to serving customers with a differentiated and superior experience. This experience drives growth and gives us vision for even more opportunities for improvement and innovation.


Activity is aligned with strategy. Again, it’s that simple. When this alignment occurs, you create more bandwidth for business-critical tasks that accelerate performance.


The business cost of complification is huge in both financial and emotional terms. Complification distracts your focus away from making dramatic breakthroughs while achieving continuous improvement—a combination that is necessary for a company to thrive and grow.


Clarity is key. In seeking to decomplify, distill thoughts and communication to the essential. This streamlining keeps inferences and guesswork to a minimum. In explaining the wild success of Amazon, John Rossman writes in The Amazon Way3, “Amazon’s leaders work hard to make their thinking very clear—to be clear not only about what they decide but also precisely why they decide as they do.” When your own thinking is clear, you can understand and articulate your choices. If the thinking is unclear, there is a greater likelihood of complifying a situation.


Setting Things in Motion


In the spirit of helping you decomplify your business, I offer clear advice that is easy to understand and illustrated with some real-life and instructive examples. I am an engineer at heart, and I like realistic, practical solutions to everyday problems. I’m interested in practices and strategies that deliver reliably boring, relentlessly repeatable outcomes, despite all the unavoidable complexities and unknown factors. Those solutions are what I believe lead to outsized business performance.


In the following chapters, we will look at how you can decomplify your business to deliver breakthrough performance that will excite customers, engage associates, and attract investors. We will examine how decomplification will help you achieve and sustain the definition of a great company: one that people want to buy from, people want to work for, and investors want to invest in. By applying a decomplified approach, you can develop the skills and focus to make a real impact on your own life, your family, your friends, your community, and your business.


Because leadership impacts the rest of an organization, we begin with what decomplified leadership looks like and how we can achieve it.





1John Rossman, The Amazon Way: Amazon’s 14 Leadership Principles (Clyde Hill Publishing, 2014).


2Jim Collins, “Jim Collins-Concepts-The Flywheel Effect,” Jim Collins, 2022, https://www.jimcollins.com/concepts/the-flywheel.html.


3Rossman, The Amazon Way, xxvi.
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Farming looks mighty easy when your plow is a pencil, and you’re a thousand miles from the corn field.


—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER


As a leader, it is your responsibility to ensure that your culture is healthy enough to raise, clarify, and align expectations, remove barriers that hinder execution of your strategy, and motivate your teams to perform. Leaders decomplify by reducing waste and increasing efficiency in their own decisionmaking processes before they attempt to do the same with the company, products, or people. We set aside impulse and ego to get to the heart of leadership.


Decomplifying works faster and better when everyone in an organization knows exactly why they are there and what they are there to do. A rallying cry is a great way to align understanding and stimulate motivation in an organization. One of the best examples I’ve seen of a successful rallying cry comes from the organization Samaritan’s Feet. Their rallying cry is front and center, and it’s not complicated: “Samaritan’s Feet provides shoes to those in need around the world.” The organization, founded by Manny Ohonme, is a passion project. Manny won his first pair of shoes at the age of nine in a basketball contest. Manny knew, instinctively and with his whole heart, that everyone deserves shoes, and they should be a human right, not a prize to be won. Shoes are a need, and Manny found a way to meet that need.


This captures what they do, “deliver shoes to people,” and why they do it, “the people are in need.” The rallying cry doesn’t get into the details about the great need for those shoes, the logistical concerns about getting and distributing the shoes, or the extraordinary impact a good pair of shoes has for the nine and a half million people they have helped. The rallying cry will also help them stay focused on their most immediate goal, which they can also effectively share with donors and stakeholders. This means that they have brought shoes to nine million people, and their present goal is to drive that number to ten million. Simple, direct, and attainable—all in their rallying cry. Those are the causes, processes, and effects of their work, but the rallying cry is more simple—provide shoes to those in need.
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