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ight now, your company likely has 21st-century Internet-enabled business processes, mid-20th
century management processes, all built atop 19th-century management principles.

R

While no company would put up with a 1940’s-era phone system, or forgo the efficiencyenhancing benefits of modern technology, that’s exactly what you’re doing when you fail to exploit the
potential to transform the way the work of management is accomplished.
I suspect your leadership team has a point of view about your company’s strategic direction, but do
they have a point of view about your company’s management direction? Is there a consensus in your
company around the ways in which the technology of management will need to be reinvented in the
years to come?
•
•

What, in broad strokes, will be the new and distinguishing characteristics of our management
system five years from now?
How will the way in which we manage give us a competitive advantage?

A Broad Vision is Needed
A broad vision is important for several reasons – it helps to legitimize grassroots innovation, gives
the innovation a focal point, and serves notice to those who reflexively defend the status quo.
While the familiar tools and methods of management were invented to solve the problems of
control and efficiency in large-scale organizations, more contemporary thinkers envision management
serving a more general objective – multiplying employee accomplishment.
The goal of management is to first amplify and then aggregate employee effort – to get more out of
individuals than one might expect by providing them with the appropriate tools, incentives, and working
conditions, and to often compound those efforts in ways that allow them to achieve together what they
cannot achieve individually.
This heralds a future in which the work of managing will be performed by ‘managers’ less and less.
Activities will still need to be coordinated, individual efforts aligned, objectives decided upon,

knowledge disseminated, and resources allocated, but increasingly, this work will be distributed out to
the periphery.

From Inspiration to Execution
The only way to build a company that’s truly fit for the future is to build one that’s fit for employees
as well.
The most bruising contests in the future won’t be fought along the lines that separate one
competitor or business ecosystem from another, but will be fought along the lines that separate those
who wish to preserve the privileges and power of the bureaucratic class from those who hope to build
less structured and less tightly managed organizations.
Here are the essential building blocks to becoming a management innovator, adapted from The
Future of Management by Gary Hamel.

1. The Courage to Lead
You can’t build a management advantage unless you have the guts to tackle problems others are
too timid or too shortsighted to take on. To build a capacity for relentless management innovation, you
must be willing to ask, “What new management challenge, if mastered, could give us a unique
performance advantage?”

2. An Inescapable Conversation
Management innovation must become an inescapable topic – a part of every serious discussion
about your company’s future. Get people thinking about how they can turn management itself into a
competitive advantage – commit to a bold goal; deconstruct your orthodoxies; embrace powerful new
principles; and learn from positive deviants. Identify the institutions or systems that embody the
capacities you’re hoping to build in the company.
If we wanted to create a company that’s good at experimentation, what would we do differently?
If we wanted to build a company that is as restlessly innovative as Silicon Valley, how would our
management processes need to change?
If you can help employees understand that history is not destiny, and can create occasions for them
to question their hand-me-down beliefs, then you’ll soon have an army of allies ready to help you build
a company that’s fit for the 21st century.

3. A Focus on Causes, Not Symptoms
To cure a crippling disease, drug researchers have to uncover the genetic flaws or disease
mechanisms that cause the malady. The same is true for organizational ‘diseases’ – the incapacities that
stem from our inherited management beliefs. Here, too, a painstaking analysis of first causes is essential
to inventing a cure. Check for these enemies of adaptability:

•
•

Lack of ‘genetic diversity’ among executives if most have spent their entire career in one
industry
A restrictive tangle of standard operating processes that make it impossible for employees to
proactively respond to changing circumstances

4. Accountability
How many of your staff leaders feel personally responsible for helping the company build a bona
fide management advantage, rather than just focusing on compliance and efficiency issues? To create a
capacity for fast-paced management innovation, you must hold internal process owners responsible for
breakthrough innovation too. Like line executives who’re held accountable for the health of their
product pipelines, corporate staffers need to be held accountable for their management innovation
pipelines.
To this end, the most important question a leader can ask a department head is this: What share of
your budget and headcount is focused on initiatives that could help our company build a decisive
management advantage?
•
•
•
•
•

Are we generating a robust flow of new management ideas and experiments?
Are we experimenting broadly enough? Are there any innovation blind spots?
Are our experiments bold enough? Do they represent a significant departure from the
management practices of our competitors?
Which experiments should we scale up now, which should we abandon, and which need to go
through another round or two of development?
In aggregate, will this portfolio of experiments enhance our company’s financial performance?
Will it move the needle?

5. Permission to Hack
Perhaps the most important thing you can do to help your company reinvent its management
processes is to give employees and managers the opportunity to ‘hack’ those processes. Create a forum
in which everyone in the company is free to suggest alternatives to the management status quo. Ask
“What management practice or behavior does most to drive really great people out of our company?”
Or, “Which of our management practices does the most to destroy employee initiative?”
There is a deeper, nobler reason to take on the challenge of management innovation – and an
historic opportunity.
This is your opportunity to build a 21st century management model that truly elicits, honors and
cherishes employee initiative, creativity and passion. Do that and you’ll have built an organization that’s
fully human and fully prepared for the extraordinary opportunities that lie ahead.
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