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PRAISE FOR THE GREAT GAME OF BUSINESS®


“This book was a WOW factor for me. For outsiders it really shows that the Great Game of Business is so much more. This isn’t just business changing; it’s personal changing which leads to economic changing which leads to WORLD CHANGING. This is a movement of demanding more from ourselves, our leaders politically and professionally, and tributes so much for the next generation to demand happiness. Do people know they don’t have to hate going to work? Seriously. There are companies who get it, who get you, who get that you have a family. You might have bad days anywhere you go but why are we so convinced that we have to settle when it comes to a job? How do we get everyone to know Great Game exists?”


—RINNIE REED


“From a cultural perspective, the Great Game of Business has given me a system that I can use to allow other people to flourish, be held accountable, and free up my time. It’s been very enjoyable to see other people make great decisions because they have all the information, and they benefit personally from making a great decision for the company. From a business perspective, we are much more forward looking than we have ever been. Because we are continually forecasting, everyone in the company knows each week what our year-end profit expectations are. Early insight allows us many advantages in running our business. The Great Game is a beautiful system. It unifies our culture so that we all speak a common language, the language of numbers. Because of these factors, the Great Game of Business system has been very rewarding for me personally.”


—DAVE VAN BELLE


“I can say with 100 percent honesty that I can attribute my success, the success of my businesses, and the impact I’ve been able to have on others in major part to what I learned practicing the Great Game of Business. I’ve had other opportunities to learn and grow since leaving SRC, but truthfully without the language of business to build upon, I know my trajectory would have looked very different. It’s the universal language. The one that everyone should know, and the one that your organizations teach so well. Thank you for making it your mission to teach people business and for never ever wavering on that goal. It truly does and has changed millions of lives.”


—KRISTIN BINFORD


“We all have dreams—typically big dreams—about what we want to accomplish in our lives or businesses and our organizations. Then we typically talk ourselves out of why we cannot make those dreams become a reality. This book allows people to dream big by showing them how many ways the Game can be adapted to every different type of organization. Every time I hear from someone that they are different, I can find a way that the Game would still work. I hope that this book and my story can provide that vision for all different types of organizations to see how it is possible. They deserve it, our communities deserve it, and most importantly, the populations served by nonprofits deserve the best. The Great Game allows organizations to operate at the highest level of efficiency while creating long-lasting sustainability. I hope this book inspires even more to realize they can play and win big.”


—KATIE DAVIS


“Playing the Great Game of Business has certainly improved the financial position of the county. It has increased the level of financial literacy each team member achieves. It is also exciting to see that knowledge reach an individual’s home finances, which directly effects the health of our community.”


—CINDY STEIN


“The tools of the Great Game of Business have equipped me to not only grow my department’s revenue 2,900 percent over the past sixteen years, but also to realize a dream come true for the Springfield Little Theatre education department, the purchase of a dedicated education facility, a dream ‘factory’ for emerging artists.


Working in theater, one might say that we are in the business of ‘play.’ As some of the hardest working ‘players’ on the field, the success that we have had due to the discipline of the Game, has inspired many other individuals, arts organizations and local nonprofits to strive to model our success.


The principles of the game are so simple, but they’ve had a profound effect on my life and the lives of our staff, our volunteers, and our students, creating a culture of teamwork, accountability, trust, ingenuity, and perseverance. We are in it to win it!


No money, no mission! I will be forever indebted to Jack and Betsy Stack for believing in our mission enough to share their life-changing expertise with our team. Their generosity has equipped our nonprofit community theater with a set of principles that have defined our values, developed our leaders, boosted our bottom line, supported our growth, propelled our organization to national attention, and will, hopefully, help ensure our viability for generations to come.”


—LORIANNE D. DUNN


“I honestly don’t know where we would be without the Great Game and the support of Jack and Betsy Stack. It changed not only the way we do business but the way I run my own finances. It’s a no brainer to use the Great Game—it will forever change the way you approach business—I don’t know why everyone doesn’t play! There’s a reason it’s called show business.”


—BETH DOMANN


“The Great Game of Business embodies such a fundamental philosophical approach that it should be taught in business schools across America. Its concepts of transparency, knowledge, and teamwork empower rather than take advantage of employees to create opportunity and allow them to share in a business’s success. From personal experience I can attest that the principles of the Game helped launch our community hospital from distress into a fifteen-year trajectory of growth and success. I believe that Great Game practices represent the greatest opportunity to continue to grow our economy and also to reform our nation’s too costly and often irrational healthcare system.”


—ALAN KENT
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This book is dedicated to everyone who believes that business can be a powerful force to create positive change in the world. We thank our families, friends, associates, and everyone else we’ve met along the way who have helped on this journey to develop the Great Game of Business. We’d also like to thank the doubters who didn’t think this would work.




 


FOREWORD


It is impossible to exaggerate just how isolated and alone Jack Stack and Springfield Remanufacturing Corporation were in 1985 when we first encountered him and learned about the Great Game of Business. By “we,” I mean the editorial staff of Inc. magazine. Not only had we never heard of any company getting its entire workforce involved in monitoring its financial performance, but the system ran directly contrary to the way every other company in our orbit was managed, including Inc. itself. Most private company CEOs we knew considered it dangerous—if not downright insane—to share financial information so broadly inside an organization.


And yet we couldn’t help but be intrigued, if only because, on the surface at least, there was a certain logic to the idea behind what later became known as open-book management. What is a business, after all, but a group of people working together to create a product or service that somebody else wants to buy? Why wouldn’t you want those people to know how well—or how poorly—they were doing and what it would take to succeed?


That said, we did wonder how the Great Game of Business worked in practice. How was the information disseminated and explained to employees? Did they really buy in? What if the company was struggling and the news was bad? Would the system work in any other type of business? And so on.


Over the past thirty-four years, those questions and many more have been definitively answered. In this book, Jack and his coauthor, Darren Dahl, present case after case of people who have successfully applied the logic and methodology of the Great Game, not only to a wide range of businesses but to not-for-profit organizations and even government entities.


Why has it proven effective in such different settings? No doubt mainly because the premise of the Game is correct. Most people who work for a company, nonprofit, or government agency really are capable of understanding what it takes for that entity to achieve its goals, and they’re eager to do whatever the situation demands. What’s more, they will do it as long as they have the information and tools they need to contribute meaningfully.


But there’s an even larger reason the Game works so well in so many places, and it has to do with what Dr. Ichak Adizes has identified as the two pillars of any healthy culture—namely, mutual trust and respect. There is no clearer way for leaders to demonstrate the trust and respect they have for their employees than by sharing with them information that is normally kept hidden and treated as confidential and proprietary and by teaching them what the information means and how to use it for the benefit of all.


As Jack has said from the very beginning, it’s about appealing to their highest level of thinking. In the following pages, you’ll see how they have responded time after time.




Bo Burlingham


Author of Small Giants and coauthor of The Great Game of Business







 


PROLOGUE


Business can be a step to make a positive difference in the world. It empowers people to pursue their dreams. The Great Game of Business, the leadership system we developed with the help of our associates, is the result of seeking a better way to run a business than what we had learned on the gritty factory floors where we began our careers. The journey we’ve been on for more than forty years and counting has been driven by our desire to give people the opportunity to build better lives for themselves, their families, and their communities. Our goal has always been to find a way to teach the have-nots how the haves make it. It’s about creating and distributing wealth equitably as a way to close those gaps in wealth that plague our society.


We wrote this book for those of you who continue to seek a brighter side of capitalism, one that truly transforms lives for the better. This book is about hope: no matter how grim things look, you can make them better. You don’t have to wait for someone to bail you out. You have the ability to attain peace, security, and happiness. That’s what we think the American dream is all about.


It’s our continuing belief that it will be through building successful organizations that we can change the world for the better. We can give people the tools to bring about positive change in our society. This book is filled with stories that demonstrate the transformative effects that happen when people embrace a system that makes work fun and rewarding for everyone who plays.


In the pages that follow, we’ve gathered some of our favorite experiences from the past four decades to show you the system in action and the way it teaches people how to succeed in any kind of organization you can imagine. We want to help answer the question, If this thing is so great, why isn’t everyone doing it? The answer, we hope you find, is that there is no reason for any organization not to play the game. All of the stories on the following pages are true. But we decided to use only first names as a way to keep the focus on the ideas and the stories rather than the names and places. As you read, you’ll meet real heroes—women and men who have transformed lives, theirs and others’, thanks to their courage to find a better way to run an organization.




 


INTRODUCTION


A TRANSFORMATIONAL JOURNEY


I’ll never forget the night in June 1980, when I turned on the TV to watch the evening news. It haunts me to this day. We were smack in the middle of a nasty recession, and the news was usually grim, especially in the Rust Belt where I lived and worked. Factories were closing left and right; thousands of people were losing their jobs on a daily basis. Unemployment was soaring, along with interest rates that topped 18 percent. The whole theme of the program on this particular evening was that we, as a society, were losing. America was falling behind. Our standard of living was declining. Lloyd Dobbins, the NBC news anchor that night, said: “Unless we solve the problem of productivity, our children will be the first generation in the history of the US to live worse than their parents.”


As a father, I found that hard to hear. It was a kick in the gut. I was thirty-one years old and already had two kids, and a third was on the way. I wondered how my generation was responsible for this downturn, and I didn’t want to be blamed for it. I had worked for more than a decade for the same company my dad retired from after working there for forty years. He had always preached that if you worked hard, you could earn opportunity and security. You can’t start any lower than I did in working hourly in the mail room of a factory. But I worked hard, and I got ahead—until it all seemed to fall apart. It seemed as if the rules of the game had changed. Maybe we were now playing a different game altogether. Executives became idols as downsizing jobs became the new mantra, laying off people at a time they needed those jobs the most. The focus was on confrontational management. Staying with a company used to mean something; loyalty meant something. That was all coming to an end. I didn’t like it. It was like watching the Roman Empire taken apart brick by brick. It felt as if we had lost the American dream.


I began to wonder if we could change that direction. Could we, as a society, improve productivity and get people to believe they could make a difference? Could we find a better way to work and tackle our society’s biggest problems together? Could we find hope? I became desperate and turned to every guru and expert out there to try and find answers.


We needed to find a way to boost productivity, morale, and spirit. We needed help in getting more done in less time with fewer resources. We needed to make people more conscious of generating profits—where they come from and where they go—while educating them that business doesn’t stop at profit as if it were some pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Profit is the fuel that creates quality of life. It’s profits that update your factory or put in the environmentally friendly lights that create a safe place to work or pay your medical bills. We also needed to teach people how to create wealth in a way that would empower them to fulfill their dreams. But we didn’t just want to slap on a patch to treat the symptoms. We wanted a permanent cure.


But how do you teach people these things? I’ve always believed that people hated chasing the latest management fad or idolizing charismatic leaders. We were looking for a solution that didn’t rely on a finger-pointing boss or blaming one another. We wanted to look up to something we could believe in, not what an efficiency expert such as Frederick Taylor would force upon us, as if we were trying to jam a square peg into a round hole. We also wanted something that we could stick to for the long haul. I had seen so many flavors-of-the-month come and go, from management by objectives to total quality management and six sigma. People were always chasing the new thing; they wanted answers just as we did. I had a friend who ran a factory and rallied his team to pursue the prestigious Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award. Winning the award is a big deal, but so is the stringent application process. It’s really, really hard to complete. My friend told me this entire team rallied around the goal, and he invested something like $250,000 to put the company in a position to win. But the night before the winners were to be announced, he confided in me that he hoped his company wouldn’t win. I was shocked. “Why did you invest all that time and money then?” I asked. His fear, he told me, was that once they won, he wouldn’t know what he could get his team to rally around next. Chasing that award had given them a collective goal to shoot for, but it might not be sustainable if they were to win.


We also wanted to find a way that got everyone working together toward the same goals. That was what was in our hearts and minds. I saw firsthand what happened when you got a team working together. In my time working for International Harvester, we found ways to get one department to outrun another. The difference was that you got everyone involved in running. When you could do that, you could conquer anything.


We were also looking for a system that could teach people to identify strengths and weaknesses and participate in solutions. We didn’t want our associates working on the assembly line to think that their peers walking around in sport coats and ties somehow had access to secret information or were taking secret measurements of how hard they were working. Our goal was to find a way to tear down the walls that were a legacy from the command-and-control era in our own factory. We wanted to find a lasting leadership system.


Our crazy thought was that we could build one ourselves—a system that we could all manage together. Dating back to my days of working in Melrose Park, I had been deeply influenced by the philosophy of the efficiency guru W. Edwards Deming: when something goes wrong in a business, nine times out of ten, someone is held accountable. Deming, who was one of the positive results of that era, saw that as the Achilles’ heel of business. He believed that nine times out of ten, it wasn’t a people problem at all; it was a system problem. Rather than blaming an individual for variances or deviations, you should put your time and energy into improving the system. It is an amazingly freeing effect when you shift to managing a system instead of managing people.






It is an amazingly freeing effect when you shift to managing a system instead of managing people.








We wondered what kind of system could replace the traditional organizational-chart, top-down-driven model. Work can be boring and tedious. We thought if we could get people pumped up to come to work—to actually want to come to work because they wanted to win—it would be an incredible advantage for us. Our goal was also to bury the mind-set that people should just do their job, nothing more, nothing less. We might call these employees the faceless people or the living dead. They don’t look healthy or act in a healthy way. They show up to work just as a means to move on to something else. We wanted to find a way for those jobs to take on more meaning, to help those employees to dream. We wanted to open their eyes to the kind of progress they could make each and every day toward fulfilling their goals—and have fun doing it. We also wanted to make their families proud of them and the difference they were making. One way to do that was to treat business as a game. We had learned one universal truth: people like to win. Tying the idea of games, friendly competition, and having fun at work could be a way to do the right thing in finding a work-life balance. That, we believed, could be the secret to creating a sustainable business, something that could last one hundred years or more.


The result of that experiment was a leadership system that was built on the idea of openness and inclusiveness. It was also about finding a way to have fun at work. When Bo Burlingham and I wrote a book called The Great Game of Business about this system we had built in our garage shop in the middle of Missouri, we were clueless about the kind of impact it would have on people. We had absolutely no sense that people would want to come visit us and see if what they had read about us was true or not. The idea that people from other countries would fly into our midwestern city was even more mind boggling. And they came from all over, from Europe and all the way from Asia and Australia. There was even a demand for the book Bo and I wrote to be translated into different languages. Someone even smuggled a copy into Russia. That just blew us away—and further convinced us that we truly had touched a nerve in people that transcends the kinds of cultural and language barriers that can sometimes keep us apart. Business was a way to bring us together.


What we’ve learned is that the principles of our Great Game system could work just as well in other countries as they do in the United States. Perhaps even cooler is that the system can connect people throughout an organization even when they work in different locations or speak different languages. When you open up the rules of business to anyone, and provide the information to act on, it becomes a kind of glue that holds everyone together while also empowering them to move forward hand in hand.


THE UNIVERSAL LANGUAGE OF CAPITALISM


When the late Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis said, “Sunshine is the best disinfectant,” he was onto something. The more open and transparent something is, the healthier it is, especially when it comes to the economy or a company’s books. I would argue that a primary cause of the most recent global recession that began in 2008 was the failure to open the books on the mortgage loan industry. If these companies had been using the Great Game system, I believe we would have avoided the entire mess, because everyone up and down the line would have been asking more questions. You need to stop a catastrophe at the bottom; trying to fix things at the top is too tricky. And you can do that by opening the books and educating everyone to read them. But because the books remain closed, the same things are still happening today. The investment community continues to make bets with people’s money. Yet people don’t recognize this as gambling. Without the discipline and openness of the system, we’re at risk for even bigger collapses and scandals in the future. Of course, this wasn’t the first time that lack of transparency helped wreck not only an industry but the economy of an entire nation.


We saw this firsthand when we were honored to be invited to a nation in Africa, which was, at the time, the jewel of the copper-mining industry. In fact, it was the only job-creating industry the country had. Copper exports represented about 85 percent of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) at the time, and the industry employed between fifty-five thousand and eighty-five thousand workers, the only people with jobs in a country with nine million people. The country was also run by a socialist government. Those eighty-five thousand workers produced the revenue for the healthcare and welfare of those nine million other people, which makes me laugh when I think that we have overhead problems today, here in the United States.


The country was also rocked by inflation to the point where the value of the currency would change by the hour. As we traveled around the country, we would see people cashing their checks by noon instead of waiting until the end of the day. They feared their checks would have less value as the hours went by because the currency was devaluing that quickly. Every resource imaginable was scarce there. When we wrote on only one side of a paper flipchart, people stared at us, wondering why we weren’t using the other side of the paper as well. Even an empty bottle of beer was rinsed out and sent back to the brewery to be refilled.


We had been invited by the government and one of the big mining companies there to see if our system could help the mines—and therefore the country’s economy—perform better. In fact, the country was at risk of defaulting on its loans and losing control of its mines if things didn’t turn around. It was like going back to the industrial revolution in the 1900s. It was all about volume and mass production: pick, pick, shovel, shovel. A penny difference in the price or cost of the metal affected the GDP by something like $10 million. The mind-set was that the more copper they mined, the better off the country would be.


But until we arrived, most people were not inspired. They would do their job, nothing more. If you gave them a deadline to do something, such as drill a new mine shaft in a mountain by December 19, they would work like crazy to get it done on time. No one ever thought about what could happen if they finished it earlier. Rather than thinking about all the extra copper they could extract or the money they could save, they simply just did what they were told.


We remember meeting one guy who had a gift for separating the copper ore from the dirt. This was an incredibly labor-intensive operation. This guy was big and strong, and his productivity was off the charts—when he showed up for work. Absenteeism was rampant. So were shortages of mining machine parts. That meant that many of the machines critical to the extraction of the copper lay idle for days at a time. When we talked to this highly productive miner and tried to explain that the mine was losing money anytime he wasn’t at work and the machines weren’t running, he looked at us and smiled. “How can we lose money when there is still copper in the ground?” he asked.


The global tech industry was booming at that time, so high-quality copper was in high demand. One customer was so desperate to receive his copper first that he was willing to pay for it within ten to fifteen days if the shipments went out within the first five days of the month. That could have been a huge boost to the cash flow of the mining operations—if getting the shipments out had been prioritized. If the copper wasn’t shipped on time, that customer would delay payment for forty-five to sixty extra days. Those were the terms of the deal. Due to the price fluctuations in the copper market, every minute counted. That meant a delay of even just a few hours in shipping the ore could cost the mining operation millions of dollars in missed sales and the chance of early payment. In other words, the miners had every incentive to get the copper mined, processed, loaded, and shipped as quickly as they could. It was a big logistical puzzle to solve, step by step by step. But as we toured the shipping docks, we learned that a ship had already been loaded but hadn’t left yet, even though it was now past the fifth day of the month. We asked the harbor master what was causing the delay. He replied that there wasn’t any rush. “What difference would one day make?” he asked. It was a total breakdown in communications. No one had explained to the harbor master the game that was really being played, or what was at stake.


We were there to teach people such as the harbor master and the miners to think as the owners did, to teach them to make money and take control of their mines. If they could improve their cash flow, they could begin to pay down their debt. And once we opened things up, the people were brilliant. Our first meeting was in a stadium in front of about one thousand miners. For about two years, off and on, we worked at it with them. We taught them to play the Great Game system using soccer analogies related to knowing the rules, keeping score, and sharing a stake in the outcome. We built a fifty-five-foot-tall financial statement that showed updated reports on how many tons of copper were produced, the cost per ton, and where the workers stood, relative to the new bonus program we helped them create, which rewarded them for mining the copper more quickly and getting it shipped out on time. We taught them about the rules of the game they were playing and how they could win. We were trying to stimulate their education. We began to help them develop a sense of clarity—and things began to change. We got their efficiency way up; we were getting there. We even began to dream up ideas about how the economy could diversify away from having all its eggs in one copper basket.


The problem was that no one was watching the money guys at the top. Nothing they did was transparent. They were keeping demand, and prices, artificially high by putting in bids after they knew the cost. It was all rigged. After the scandal over price-fixing became public, and the inner workings of the market were brought to light, the price of copper plummeted, and everything just collapsed as a house of cards does. There were many victims, including several global banking conglomerates. Of course, the entire nation suffered too. The mines went bankrupt, the government defaulted on its loans, and the mines were eventually bought by other private companies from around the world, all because the markets lacked the transparency that these people had worked so hard to embrace.


Fortunately, there is a silver lining to this story. While many of the mining jobs disappeared, a lot of the people who were laid off started their own companies, because we taught them the rules of business. We still get pictures and emails from them. One of our favorites was a guy named Banne, who started his own electric motor rewinding company. He even attached a photo of himself smiling in front of some of his equipment. Since we had taught them how business works, folks like Banne had the confidence to start their own business after they lost their job. This is the power of the system. It not only teaches people to think as owners do but it gives them the opportunity to be one. That’s how they can help to take steps to ensure that their children might have better lives than they do. They don’t have to wait for someone to help them; they can take steps to help themselves. That’s the brighter side of capitalism at work.


HISTORY REPEATING ITSELF


The irony is that the thorny issues we faced in the 1980s, and the challenges that African nation dealt with, are no different from what we are facing, as a global society, today. All you need to do is turn on the cable news networks to hear pundits telling us how bad things are and that today’s young people around the world are doomed to live a worse life than their parents do. At times, I’ve felt like Rip Van Winkle waking up after a long sleep.


Everyone knows what the problems are, but nobody is doing anything about it. Everyone’s waiting for someone else to come out with the solution, not realizing that each individual has the power to create change without outside help. For all of the doom and gloom, we still have a chance to turn things around. For more than forty years, we have been crafting a leadership system built on common sense that truly brings people together and empowers them to chase their own dreams no matter how much the odds seem stacked against them. All you need is the desire to start playing something we call the you-gotta-wanna. When you have that, you can begin to change the world, one transformation at a time.




 


CHAPTER ONE


A LASTING MANAGEMENT SYSTEM


You can’t imagine how much grief my associates and I have received over the forty years or so since we began calling our business leadership system the Great Game of Business. I’ve lost count of how many times people have told us something along the lines of business being a serious occupation, not a game.


Maybe if we had a mulligan on that, a do-over, we’d call it something else. But it’s important to remember that we weren’t doing this for anyone else; this was just for us. We weren’t thinking about how to brand something for public use. We never dreamed it would take on a life of its own. It was just our nutty notion that we thought we could teach anyone to be a businessperson just as we could teach anyone to play a board or video game decades before anyone dreamed up the term gamification, whatever that is. A single common thread that runs through us all is the desire to win. We wanted to create an accelerated learning process that would register with people. We knew that games can engage people in learning and that the biggest doubter can crack with the help of a game.


We started with the premise that there are three keys to successfully playing a game—the fundamentals:


1. You need to know the rules.


2. You need to follow the action and keep score.


3. You need to provide a stake in the outcome, a reward for when you win.


We saw those three elements as critical to moving our business forward, not unlike how an engine, a transmission, and a set of wheels power a car along the highway. You need all three things to work in alignment if you want to get anywhere.
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