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FOREWORD


Who would ever have believed that a musician and an art major could become some of the best business resources in America? Rich Armstrong and Steve Baker have become the greatest teachers of The Great Game of Business leadership system. They have earned their PhDs over the countless hours and miles they have invested in learning the power of The Game as practitioners themselves at SRC, as well as helping others implement it across every industry you can think of, from government and healthcare to technology and education.


These guys have worked with people for decades crafting the right messages and developing accelerated learning programs like the one you’ll find inside the pages of this book. They are the ones who have ultimately helped drive home the impact that playing The Game can have to a broad audience—which is something I personally have been trying to do for nearly forty years. When Bo Burlingham and I wrote our book The Great Game of Business, about our experiences playing The Game inside SRC, I was busy trying to grow a company. It was these guys who picked up the ball and ran with it.


Rich and Steve have been the drivers of this movement, creating a deep history of people and organizations playing The Game. They were the ones who answered the questions that came up and provided information whenever someone wanted it. They not only established the Great Game of Business library—they built an organization, a network of coaches, and a community of practitioners around it.


They wrote this book, Get in the Game, because people asked them to. This is their response to what the marketplace demanded. This book is the culmination of all those questions they’ve been asked over the years, especially the big one: How do you start playing The Game? This book is the answer to that question.


But the thing that really impresses me the most about these guys is that they have a true passion for playing The Game. They believe it’s the right thing to do because they have seen the impact that this system can have on so many people’s lives. They believe that the American Dream is still alive. And that it’s by applying the common sense lessons that come from playing The Game that someone can achieve their own version of that dream. With this book, they are leaving a legacy for generations to come.


—Jack Stack


Co-Founder and CEO, SRC Holdings Corporation and author of The Great Game of Business




 


PREFACE


The Great Game of Business has grown from a curiosity thirty years ago into a significant and profitable leadership system. People often tell us The Game sounds wonderful, but they want to know if it really works. Will it work in a retail business, a Fortune 500 company, a union shop, or a nonprofit? The answer is a simple, unqualified yes. Any organization whose performance can be measured with financial statements can play The Game. From one guy working in his basement to multinational corporations, The Game will work anywhere, provided you want it to work.


It’s not a system, a philosophy, an attitude, or a methodology. It’s all those things and more. It’s about tapping into the universal desire to be a winner. We know from experience that the best, most efficient, most profitable way to operate a business is to educate everybody on how the business works, give them a voice in saying how the company is run, and provide them a stake in the financial outcome: good or bad. Constant improvement of your way of life and your livelihood are the payoffs for playing The Game. Play together as a team, reap the rewards, and build a dynamic, competitive company at the same time.


One of the best places to start playing The Game is by reading this book. As you read, ask questions, challenge the process, look for things relevant to you, and focus on the ideas that strike a chord with you and the people you are working with. Then bring those challenges and concerns back to the community of thousands of other companies playing The Game. Start wherever you feel comfortable, and then keep going. Build on your successes. Learn from your mistakes. Don’t give up. The Great Game of Business works for everyone who keeps trying to improve the bottom line in business and in life.


—Rich Armstrong and Steve Baker




 


INTRODUCTION


YOU ARE NOT ALONE


Chances are this is not the first business book you’ve read. In fact, in the United States alone, over one thousand business books are published each month. It’s more likely that you’ve read everything you can get your hands on to figure out why your organization isn’t giving you what you want, need, or aspire to. It might even be that you found this book after years of tracking down best practices, implementing them, and wondering why they didn’t fix everything.


Well, you are not alone. Entrepreneurs worldwide have followed your same path, with similar results. Your team may even think of you as suffering from “business by best seller.” You go to a conference, discover the latest best practice, and then install it in your business when you get back home in hopes of transformation. Only when you do, you get a bunch of eye rolls or lackluster execution. If you’ve ever looked over your shoulder, wondering why no one was following you, this is the book for you.


The Great Game of Business is the open-book management operating system based on the only aspect of business that has been around since the 1400s and the one thing that will never go away: the financials.


IT’S MONEY. IT’S PEOPLE. IT’S BOTH.


You’ve seen the spectrum in business management systems. On one end of the spectrum are the numbers: cash, metrics, KPIs (key performance indicators), OKRs (objectives and key results). On the other end is culture: systems fostering a great place to work, with shared values and common purpose.


In the middle, though, is truly where the magic lies. The pendulum swings both ways, and too far in either direction can throw you off-kilter. There’s a secret “balance” hiding in plain sight. All the business “gurus” have missed it. It’s not just financial results; it’s not just cultural change. What the experts have missed is that during the entire Industrial Revolution, companies tried to boil business down to quotas and metrics that simpleminded workers could understand. And by doing so, they inadvertently divorced the people who create the numbers from the financial health of the business. They missed tapping a wealth of discretionary energy and talent. It’s the reason so many people have felt as if “I was doing my job really well. How did I get laid off?” Or to the other extreme, in a culture of unlimited vacation, nap rooms, and bring-your-dog-to-work days, “This was such a great place to work! Why did we close down?”


The Great Game of Business (GGOB or The Game) is the only business operating system that reconciles this people-profits paradox, balancing the need for profit with the needs of our people. It’s finance, and it’s culture. It’s substance, and it’s soul. It’s money. It’s people. It’s both.


It really is about both financial results and a great culture—a combination that in our experience creates successful, sustainable companies.


The Great Game doesn’t just build businesses. It builds people. The Game sets people up for success through education, involvement, and opportunities for rewards—improving not only their financial position but their quality of life as well. The bottom line is this: Great Game companies understand that when employees win, the company wins. And Great Game employees understand that when the company wins, they win. This may be the only management system that consistently moves both the company and its people closer to their full potential—partly because The Game has never been just about generating profits, cash, and wealth but also about using it for the good of the people and their communities.


It’s worth repeating: It’s money. It’s people. It’s both.


WHAT IF PEOPLE ACTED LIKE THEY OWNED THE PLACE?


Imagine working in a company where everyone was engaged and acting like they owned the place. Where they were truly excited and energized by the goals of the company and knew how they contributed.


What if all the people working there—not just the owners or managers—truly understood the marketplace, the competitors, and what it really takes to compete and consistently grow the business? What if everyone truly grasped how difficult it is to make money and how most profit never ends up in the owner’s wallet?


In short, what if they acted less like employees and more like owners?


Sound impossible? It’s not. Companies large and small have run their organizations using The Great Game of Business for nearly forty years and have achieved extraordinary results. We’ve seen it work in thousands of companies around the world, in every industry—public and private, for-profit and not-for-profit—with amazing results. It may be the only sensible way to run a company.


Let’s be clear about what we mean about thinking and acting like an owner. It’s not about equity. In fact, 85 percent of the companies who practice The Great Game of Business are not yet sharing equity, but they still see the results. Ownership is a mind-set. Think about the last time you rented a car. Did you treat it differently than the cars you own? Unless you were prepared to check the tire pressure, add wiper fluid, and schedule the preventative maintenance, you can probably relate to the point. We treat things differently when we feel a sense of ownership. It applies to cars, apartments, homes, and yes, businesses. Ask yourself this question: “Do my people act like they own the place, or do they act like they rent it?” Ouch.


When we talk about ownership, we are referring to the mind-set—the behavior and the attitude. If you want employees to think and act like an owner, you must treat employees like owners. You must involve them in the business much like owners are involved. You must ask everyone to understand the business, set goals, make a plan, take responsibility, and even share in the risk. And if they are successful, they should also share in the rewards. That is how you sow the seeds of true engagement and create an ownership culture.


All this starts with getting your people in the same game the owner is: the game of business. It may be the most powerful engagement lever you can pull. You can build a winning culture by creating a business of businesspeople.


Engaged employees take responsibility. They desire to contribute to the success of their team and of the company, and they have an emotional bond with the organization and its mission and vision. In today’s labor market, people want to be recognized for their contributions and to be valued as individuals. Meeting an individual’s innate need to be individually recognized for a job well done and giving them the opportunity to win as a member of a team improves their levels of satisfaction, involvement, and motivation at work. Allowing employees to contribute to a greater good and valuing their contribution inspires loyalty and commitment. At the end of the day, it’s all about creating a winning company and a company of winners.


ORIGINS OF THE GAME


The underlying power of The Great Game of Business is that it’s just plain common sense. It wasn’t theorized in a business school or dreamed up at some consulting think tank. It was created by everyday businesspeople much like you almost four decades ago at an engine remanufacturing plant in Springfield, Missouri.


In 1983, Jack Stack and twelve other managers scraped together $100,000, borrowed $8.9 million, bought a dying division of International Harvester, and transformed it into what has become SRC Holdings—one of the most successful companies in America. (You can read the full version of that story in The Great Game of Business.) But for that evolution to happen, things needed to change—fast.


Stack was amazed that 119 machinists, engineers, and plant workers could be the absolute best in the world at their jobs and yet still face layoffs because their company was failing. But Stack learned an incredible lesson when he went on a quest to secure the financing they needed to save the plant and the jobs. As he approached bank after bank (fifty-three turned him down), he discovered that a secret universal language was being spoken in business—one he did not yet know or understand. It was the language of business and the language of owners: the financials. But Stack recognized that if they were going to save jobs, everyone in the company should understand and speak that same language.


He knew that to protect the jobs over a long period of time, they would need to build a company that would be profitable, growing, and sustainable. Stack needed everyone to know that since they were operating with a debt-to-equity ratio of 89:1, they could not afford to make a single thousand-dollar mistake! So together they learned, set a goal, assigned accountability, and showed the risk as well as the reward. What followed were a legendary turnaround and a radical new approach to running a company based on unleashing the untapped potential in every employee. It was considered radical, because back then, teaching employees business and treating them like owners was heretical. It was simply unheard of. In fact, nearly forty years later, some might say it still is.


CREATING A BUSINESS OF BUSINESSPEOPLE


The Great Game of Business is based on a simple, yet powerful belief: “The best, most efficient, most profitable way to run a business is to educate everybody on how the business works, give them a voice in how the company is run, and provide them a stake in the financial outcome.” The strategy of implementing The Great Game of Business operating system is to build a business of businesspeople who think, act, and feel like owners.


Taking a look at the big picture, The Great Game of Business is a way of running your company that gets everyone at all levels of the business as informed, involved, and engaged as the owner is in making the company successful. It’s about fully engaging employees by teaching them how the business works and what is critical to success. This includes understanding how profitability is driven, how assets are used, how cash is generated, and most importantly, how their day-to-day actions and decisions can make or break the business. The Game is just plain common sense. When you harness the collective wisdom of your people, great things can and do happen, not just to the bottom line but inside the hearts and minds of your people.


The result is long-term success for your company and long-term success for your people. You will improve your business results and the lives of the people who create those results.


The Great Game of Business is the systematic way to get everyone focused on building a better business. It teaches all employees the goals of the company and how they can make a difference, both individually and as part of a team. It works because employees get a chance to take responsibility and ownership of the company’s success rather than just “doing their job.” Instead, every employee knows enough about the company to understand how their actions affect their personal rewards or their Stake in the Outcome.


BEYOND OPEN-BOOK MANAGEMENT


For nearly forty years, we’ve been known as the “open-book people.” For the record, the term open-book management (OBM) was coined by John Case of Inc. magazine back in the 1990s. The name stuck. In fact, Case wrote the groundbreaking book Open Book Management: The Coming Business Revolution about companies that practiced OBM like SRC. With SRC’s approach to OBM and GGOB’s outreach to help others, Jack Stack was dubbed the “Father of Open-Book Management” by Inc. But if you ask Jack what he thinks of OBM, he’ll tell you—it’s not just about opening the books! Financial transparency is worthless without education, accountability, and reward. The only way to see your people and your organization grow and transform is to teach employees how business works.


We’ve learned that the term open-book management can mean different things to different people.


When you mention the term open book to business owners and CEOs, many of them will respond by saying, “Oh, yeah, we do that.” For these companies, it might involve simply posting the annual report on the bulletin board or throwing up some numbers in a PowerPoint presentation.


For others, they might even share top-line sales figures on a monthly or quarterly basis. Others might make their financial statement available online for any employee to peruse. These companies are open-book reporting, essentially saying, “I’m going to share my numbers with you as long as it’s too late to do anything about them.” Employees might say, “It’s not even open-book reporting—it’s more like open-book boring.”


GGOB goes far beyond simply opening up the books. Sharing financial information does not necessarily mean employees understand or realize how their daily actions and decisions affect financial performance or the health of the company. GGOB is not a spectator sport. It’s about understanding how the business works, what the employees’ role is in it, and how they can take action. Would a sports team rather have fans who just know the score or players who can change the score?


Other times, you might get a look of cynical disbelief if you ask someone if they open their books. “My people don’t need to know any of that,” they might say with a dismissive shake of the head. “They just need to do their job, focus on their KPIs, and the financials will take care of themselves.” But will they?


Yet another response might sound something like this: “I just don’t trust that my people will understand the numbers.” These leaders feel they need to protect their people from the numbers, as if opening the books were like that scene in Indiana Jones where they open up the ark and it melts everyone’s faces.


But if you’re going to play The Great Game of Business, you need to trust that your people really do want to know what makes the business tick. Contrary to conventional thought, people are far more interested in how they can contribute, how they can make a difference, and how they can tell if they are winning or losing.


There is real power to unleash when you help your entire team—not just your accountants—understand how the company makes money and generates cash. And it’s just as critical to establish a line of sight that helps connect how the actions and decisions each person makes on a daily basis impact those numbers. It’s the fans who know the score, but it’s the players who change the score.


It’s said that the iconic Netflix culture deck has been viewed more than twenty million times. The deck was co-created by Patty McCord, head of HR and key confidant of founder Reed Hastings during the rise of Netflix. In her book, Powerful: Building a Culture of Freedom and Responsibility, she credits reading The Great Game of Business for inspiring Netflix to adopt transparency and education when it came to the company’s financials and strategic goals:


I fell in love with being a businessperson, and I didn’t want to be a happy-face HR den mother anymore. I also fell in love with explaining very clearly and fully to everyone in the company why we were making the decisions we were, how they could best participate in achieving our goals, and what the obstacles would be.


McCord says that the first thing every new agent learned when joining the company was how to read the company’s profit and loss (P&L) statement—which might seem like a radical policy until you consider that the goal was to get all agents to understand how their interactions with customers directly impacted the company’s bottom line.


Patty understood how important it was to educate their people about the business they were in, empower them to use that knowledge to improve the business, and engage them by giving them a Stake in the Outcome.


STILL RADICAL AFTER ALL THESE YEARS


Forty years ago, teaching people business was heresy. Twenty years ago, it was still radical. Today, even though thousands of organizations and millions of employees worldwide practice The Great Game of Business, they are statistically invisible. It’s a big world out there. But with changing times, are we reaching a tipping point?


With a NextGen workforce, transparency and access to data are becoming more commonplace—and expected. Capitalism itself is being questioned in its traditional forms. An ongoing war for talent means organizations must go beyond ordinary benefits to truly attract, engage, and retain the best people. Leaders have no alternative but to become the employer of choice. Let’s face it: in today’s ever-challenging business environment, we can’t do it alone. The answer to real, lasting business performance is a higher level of business know-how and engagement at all levels of the company. We need everyone’s head and heart in The Game.


Here’s a question: Why is it that we still run businesses the same way we did in the 1800s? Why is command and control our default style of leadership?


After years of studying the best management practices on the planet, Dr. Gary Hamel, author of The Future of Management, noticed that while technology has exploded in the past hundred years, management techniques have not really evolved that much. Looking at the most enlightened and innovative businesses in the past few decades, such as Google, W. L. Gore, and Whole Foods, he makes this observation: “Turns out you don’t need a lot of top-down discipline when four conditions are met:


1. Front-line employees are responsible for results.


2. Team members have access to real-time performance data.


3. They have decision authority over the key variables that influence performance outcomes.


4. There’s a tight coupling between results, compensation, and recognition.”


Sounds like an excerpt from the GGOB playbook, right?


Hamel published that in 2007, twenty-four years after Jack Stack and SRC were first lauded in the press for these very concepts.


WHY ANOTHER BOOK ON THE GAME?


First of all, the 1992 book The Great Game of Business was an unexpected best seller. Jack Stack’s story of the SRC turnaround was so radical and inspiring, it has been cited in a hundred other business books and hundreds of scholarly articles. The idea of open-book management made it a foundational text for business leaders everywhere.


In the nearly four decades we’ve been practicing The Game, we’ve learned as much from the GGOB community as we’ve taught. And it’s not only open book; it’s open source. As an open-source management practice, companies large and small have applied the immutable principles of The Game to their unique businesses, adding their own special style. Some are household names like Southwest Airlines, Whole Foods, and Netflix. Others have innovated and blazed trails through the years. They discovered firsthand that when you harness the collective wisdom of your people, great things can and do happen. It’s the practitioners, not just the living lab at SRC, who make sure that it’s a process that is constantly evolving, advancing, and improving. Unlike any other business practice, The Game has been equal parts revolution and evolution.


Part of the evolution was the creation of SRC’s own coaching, training, and consulting firm—The Great Game of Business Inc.—almost thirty years ago. It was born out of the need and demand of the business community. People who wanted to run their companies differently wanted help.


We’ve learned a lot from implementing GGOB in other businesses over the years. It’s these hard-won lessons that form the basis for the chapters ahead. While there is no one “right” way to approach getting in The Game, we have come up with a set of lessons learned from working with hundreds of companies to help organizations get better results more quickly. We’ve leaned on our community of practitioners as well as our skilled coaches to help streamline this set of lessons based on what we know works. This is no theory. This book is the product of the insights of those working in the trenches, across every industry or company size you can imagine, to best implement The Game. These are the tips, tricks, and hacks that will make your journey more enjoyable and rewarding.
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