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Like in a Fairy Tale

Yippee! I got the job! After several rounds of interviews, I finally made it through
each one. I've been eagerly waiting to dive into this new opportunity, and now my
first day has arrived. I woke up early, took a shower, brushed my teeth, got dressed,
and arrived at the office building around half-past eight. Not many people are
wandering around, probably because it’s still early. The area seems pleasant, with a
lot of greenery. I sit down on a bench, pull out my tablet, and start reading the
handbook for new hires that I received via email yesterday. The first page reads: “A
daring adventure awaits you: figure out what you need to do without anyone telling
you!” Hmmm, this is off to an interesting start. What kind of place have I landed

in?! Well, I might as well start reading since I still have a bit of time.

At this company, there’s no hierarchy. The organization is completely flat. Hierarchy
1s great 1f predictability and repeatability are your top priorities, as it simplifies
planning and makes people easier to control — just like in the military. However,
we’re an entertainment company that, over the years, has strived to recruit the
smartest, most innovative, and talented people on the planet. These individuals
would quickly lose their true value if we simply sat them at desks and told them what
to do. We aim to create an environment where they can fully unleash their talents.
We don’t have management here; no one 1s anyone’s subordinate. We do have a
founder-president, but even he isn’t your boss. You’re free to steer the company
toward opportunities and away from risks. You can launch projects and create
products. Nothing stops you from asking customers what they want and then

delivering on their wishes.

Okay, that sounds pretty good, but how on earth does this work in practice? What am I supposed to
do wn the furst few days?

Every desk in the office has wheels. This isn’t by chance. You roll your desk to
wherever you think you can create the most value. Here, everyone works on projects

they choose for themselves.



But how will I know what I can choose from?

When we hired you, it wasn’t for a specific position. We brought you on board to find

the projects you’d enjoy working on and where your strengths would be most useful.
And how do I figure out what projects are even available?

There are probably lists for this, but the simplest way is to ask around and chat with
your colleagues. This way, you’ll learn about ongoing projects, and your coworkers

will find out what you’re good at, what interests you, and what experience you have.
Great. But how does the company decide which projects to start?

These decisions are made just like all others. We wait for someone to decide where to
go next, and then that person recruits a team. Projects that others see potential in are
the ones that survive. Youre welcome to join, and no formal approval is needed. Our
teams are multidisciplinary, self-directed project teams. They form organically and

exist until a product or significant new feature 1s completed and delivered.

There’s a great cartoon here titled “How to Find Out What’s Going On.” The
caption gets straight to the point: “Talk to someone!” followed by four illustrations
showing colleagues having a meeting, riding the elevator, eating in the kitchen, and

using the restroom.
Are there really no managers here?

In the traditional sense, we don’t have managerial positions. It’s common for
someone to take on a leadership role in a project. Their main tasks involve
information distribution and serving as a central figure for the team. Even though
there aren’t job descriptions, project teams often have a temporary structure to meet
the team’s needs. Although these roles only last as long as they’re needed, they help

clarity what team members can expect from each other.
Houw 15 there not total chaos if everyone makes thewr own decisions?

Over the years, we’ve learned that by sharing responsibility as widely as possible, we

can collectively overcome challenges, seize opportunities, and avoid risks.



So who evaluates our work 1f we don’t have a boss?

Feedback from colleagues is collected, organized, and anonymously presented to you
by a rotating interview team. The point is for you to learn from it. Of course,

nothing stops anyone from giving feedback in everyday interactions.

In addition, we ask each project team member to rate their colleagues on four
criteria: skills/professional competence, ethiciency/results, contribution to team-
building, and contribution to our products. These ratings impact compensation, as
we aim to be fair in this regard. While we try to consider salary expectations at the
time of hiring, over time, this evaluation system aligns pay with the value created for

the company. The four criteria clearly show everyone what we value.
Let’s see what else 1s written here about daily operations!

Although colleagues may put in some extra hours when a major release 1is
approaching, regular overtime usually indicates shortcomings in planning or
communication. If this happens, we try to rethink and fix the process. Since it’s
incredibly hard to find good people, our goal is to keep them with us long-term. To

achieve this, we need to balance work with other important areas of life.

It you walk around the office, you might think it’s too good to be true. But the
massage room, laundry, and darts really are there for you to use, and the fruit basket

1sn’t just for decoration either...

*® %k sk

You may now conclude this kind of workplace only exists in fairy tales, but then you
wake up with your hand in the cookie jar. But such a place does exist. The
description above 1s based on the 2012 first edition of the handbook for new
employees at Valve Corporation, a game software development company. You should
know that Valve 1s an over 25-year-old, multi-billion-dollar company that’s
consistently profitable. Moreover, they’ve never raised external funding for growth, so

no one could interfere with the way they operate.
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Foreword

Can you think of any companies, organizations, or entrepreneurs whose products or
services you're genuinely satisfied with? Chances are, you can. Do you keep coming
back to them and making repeat purchases? That’s how I feel about Toyota/Lexus,
Booking.com, and the old man, Sandor at our local fresh food market across the

corner.

Are there companies that manage to stay afloat and generate profit in the long run?

We’re both aware that such companies exist.

Have you ever worked at a place where you felt good, your work had meaning, your
skills were put to use, and you went to the office every day with enthusiasm? Or
perhaps you’re lucky enough to have such a job now? I suspect not all readers have

the luxury of nodding in agreement.

Alright, here’s the crux of the matter. Is it possible for an organization to combine all
three of these qualities? Could it be that a company’s clients are satisfied, 1t remains
financially healthy in the long term, and its employees work there with heart and

soul?

Maintaining profitability isn’t just about giving clients less and less, as some airlines
are now almost charging extra for things like wearing clothes or even breathing air
onboard. And it’s not just about squeezing every last bit out of employees who have
survived three rounds of layofls before moving production further east. More creative
solutions are needed, ones that involve engaging employees and treating them as
adults. The wisdom of the top executive eventually runs out when clients leave and
the work of fired employees is successfully outsourced. In the end, their reward might
only be in the severance package or a cushy position in a global shared service center

relocated to Turkmenistan.



Fortunately, the early adopters have already emerged. So much so that they are
starting to make waves in their industries. Have they found the Holy Grail? Not

quite. But at least they’ve managed to turn the horse around.



Introduction

Every notable author eventually creates a trilogy. Well, maybe that's not entirely true,
but it sounds good. This e-book is the third piece in my series of concise summaries
on leadership. We began with the basics in Read This to Be a Better Manager, where I
proposed sixteen fundamental leadership practices starting from the basement. Next,
we moved up to the top floors with Leadership Far Beyond the Basics, exploring not
sufficiently widespread yet far from new 1deas like empowerment, servant leadership,
and authentic and ethical behavior. Both books focused primarily on the leader’s
persona, mindset, and behavior, hoping to influence the reader’s belief system and
thereby improve their daily way of operating as a leader. My 1idealistic assumption
was that the more managers we could immerse in the principles of deliberate
leadership, the more noticeable the changes would be in workplaces — echoing the

classic organizational development approach.

However, I frequently observe that managers who are actively involved in self-
development or who have attended leadership training encounter a harsh, icy
headwind when trying to apply what they've learned. The twentieth-century
management thinking and values that characterize most international companies
routinely dismiss individual initiatives aimed at improving efficiency or creating a
positive, constructive subculture within a leader's own area or team. Not to mention
the feudal structures common in the public sector or many local companies. The
organizations mentioned in this book didn’t achieve outstanding results and
employee engagement through leadership development alone; rather, they radically
overhauled their organizational "operating systems." They adopted value systems,
belief frameworks, and daily practices that are fundamentally different from the
centuries-old view of leadership. They broke completely from the military and late-
nineteenth-century scientific management heritage and replaced the twentieth-

century mantra of maximizing shareholder value.



In my own leadership development practice, I have found that progress is much more
effective in companies where the corporate culture and daily operations are
genuinely aligned with the principles taught. No matter how much we hold up a
mirror to ourselves, whether it's about catastrophic meetings or inefhiciency, it the
systems of work don’t establish short, structured, and goal-oriented meetings as the
norm, and it deviations from this are not promptly addressed with feedback, it’s all in

vain.

We are witnessing an interesting phenomenon. The billions spent by international
companies on leadership development are failing to deliver the desired results
because the organizational operating mode, the "operating system," is outdated.
Money is wasted on hardware development when the old Windows is sluggish and
constantly crashes. We try to teach up-to-date knowledge to leaders and wonder why
they resist what they see as unrealistic proposals. We talk about anti-spin and stability
control, while they’re stuck cranking a vintage Ford Model T. Focusing solely on the

individual level severely limits our impact on developing leadership culture.

This book will not only guide you through a world beyond the basics but will venture
much further. You might have nodded along reading my first e-book about the
foundations of people management, perhaps your eyes widened at the concepts
elaborated in my second e-book covering higher level leadership topics, but you’ll
likely only avoid slamming this book against the ground because you’re reading it
electronically. The companies described here are so far removed from conventional

leadership thinking that studying them might indeed feel like space travel.

First, I’ll place management innovations in a historical context. Then, we’ll examine
the results and problems of traditional management, followed by an exploration of
the changes in the world of work and market processes that necessitate a rethinking
of management practices. The remainder of the book will reveal how astonishingly
different the early adopters operate compared to the twentieth-century successful

companies.

I extend my thanks to my regular collaborators for their continued support: Orsolya
Kamras for editing and proofreading, and Csaba Pusztai for the cover design. I am

grateful to Szabolcs Emich for the inspiration, and to the team at ingatlan.com,
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where I have closely observed a company’s management innovation efforts in a local
setting for several years. I also want to highlight Frederic Laloux from the list of
references, whose groundbreaking work suppiled me with many of the ideas and

company examples summarized in this book.
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The Evolution of Human
Collaboration

As humanity has progressed through different stages of development, changes have
not only occurred in social, economic, and power structures but also in forms of
collaboration. Each new evolutionary level brought about a new organizational
model, enabling human communities to tackle increasingly complex tasks. This
historical summary, largely derived from Frederic Laloux's work, illustrates how these
evolving organizational forms have played a crucial role. It is fascinating that
organizational models optimized for much earlier stages of development still persist
today. In some cases, they are still quite useful at certain levels of organizational

maturity, while in others, they become obstacles to progress.

For tens of thousands of years, humans lived in small family groups in harmony with
nature. There was little division of labor beyond women's primary role in child-
rearing. Hierarchy was nonexistent; there were no leaders or elders directing others,
and communities were incapable of handling more complex tasks. Although this
world might seem romantic, it was marked by high levels of violence. Those who lost
limbs to crocodiles or fell victim to neighbors had little opportunity to indulge in

romantic notions.

Around fifteen thousand years ago, tribal organization replaced family teams.
Individuals began to distinguish themselves from their peers. The world was filled
with magic and spirits, and people performed rituals to avoid evil and influence their
lives positively. Elders and shamans were followed in daily life, but the division of

labor remained limited. Some tribes from this era still exist today.

Approximately ten thousand years ago, the first forms of organizational life emerged
when thousands, or even tens of thousands, lived under a leader's rule. This was a
dangerous world where people’s needs could only be met if they were strong and
resilient. The weaker individuals submitted to those with more power. The leader's

will was paramount and immediate. Roles such as leader, soldier, and slave appeared.
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This organization resembled a wolf pack, where the alpha male demonstrated
dominance through power displays, confrontations, and punishments. If the alpha
failed to do so, he risked being replaced by ambitious rivals. While there was no
formal hierarchy in the pack, family members surrounded the leader as his loyal
supporters. This organizational form was weak mn planning and strategy but
responded quickly and effectively to opportunities and threats. It still functions well in
hostile, chaotic conditions, such as in criminal gangs in dangerous neighborhoods.
However, it 1s less effective for complex tasks requiring foresight and problem-solving.
Sadly, today we still encounter organizations, both corporate and societal, where
similar principles prevail: the stronger individual flourishes, and relatives or old

friends are placed in positions of power.

The next significant leap originated in Mesopotamia and extended through the
Middle Ages. Civilizations and states emerged with agricultural lifestyles,
bureaucracies, and churches. Crop and livestock cultivation necessitated forward
planning and disciplined work. The food they produced supported the ruling class,
clergy, administration, and military, and provided a basis for trade with artisans.
People were born into a specific class or social strata with little mobility. They strove
to meet the expectations of their social circles and the norms of their community, but
only those of their own caste. The previous era’s egocentricity evolved into
ethnocentrism: other groups, cultures, or religions were rigidly rejected. Decisions
were based on simply articulated moral norms. Ancient and medieval organizations,
however, achieved two major breakthroughs. They developed the ability for medium-
and long-term planning and created stable and scalable organizational structures.
This enabled the construction of irrigation systems and pyramids, initiated long-

distance voyages, colonization, and global church operations.

Social stability came at a cost: people adopted socially accepted masks corresponding
to their societal roles, which distanced them from their individuality, desires, needs,
and feelings. Developmental psychologists argue that in most developed countries,
people's worldview still reflects characteristics of the medieval period. This is not

particularly encouraging.

The next developmental level of thinking posits that the better one understands how

the world works, the easier it is to succeed. In decision-making, efficiency overrides
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top-down guidance and moral principles. This mindset challenged authority, group
norms, and the status quo. The Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution
initiated this era, and after World War II, this way of thinking spread among an
increasingly significant portion of the Western population. It has become the
dominant worldview among contemporary business and political leaders in Western
societies. This perspective paved the way for extensive scientific research, innovation,
and business ventures. In the context of human history, it brought unprecedented
prosperity to developed countries, significantly increased life expectancy, and helped

reduce deadly diseases and famine in the developing world.

We can actually continue by describing the present era, as we have roughly arrived at
today. Individuals seek the freedom to achieve their own goals in life and, with skill
and perseverance, to reach the peak in their field of interest. Social success remains
important, requiring some level of acceptance of conventions. When things go well,
there 1s a tendency to form an upper class based not on lineage but on material or
power positions: moving to expensive neighborhoods, frequenting elegant places,
buying status symbols, etc. Achievements and successes are valued and desired. More
is generally considered better. We often assume that the next achievement will bring
true happiness, such as a promotion, marriage, new house, or a fancy car. Essentially,
we live more in the future than in the present. This worldview is typically
materialistic, suspicious of spirituality and transcendence, and has difficulty believing

in what cannot be empirically experienced or observed.

It 1s also necessary to address the downsides. The side effects of our success- and
achievement-oriented decades include excessive greed in business and politics,
overconsumption, significant exploitation of Earth's inhabitants, and the plundering

of the planet's resources and the destruction of its ecosystems.

According to Laloux, there were three major breakthroughs in this era. The first was
innovation, which the rigid medieval structures were no longer suited for. Dedicated
research and development departments, product development teams, virtual and
project teams, cross-functional initiatives, internal consultants, and central experts

emerged in organizations.
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The second change, while less obvious, 1s very important. The previously prevalent
"command and control" mode of operation was replaced by "planning and control,"
or goal-based management. L.eaders were no longer necessarily concerned with how
goals were achieved, just that they were. Individual freedom and creativity increased
in the workplace. Many well-known practices were introduced during this time, such
as strategic planning, annual budgeting, and key performance indicators. People were
motivated to achieve goals through regular evaluations and wvarious financial
incentives: bonuses, awards, rewards, or even stock options, meaning that both the
carrot and the stick were used. Overall, many clever ideas were developed, although
fears, distrust, power struggles, and politicking, as well as manipulation of numbers,

often undermined or even reversed the well-intentioned systems.

The third major invention of the success-oriented world 1s meritocracy. In theory,
anyone can advance in the hierarchy based on performance. A dishwasher can
become a CEQO, and doors are open to representatives of minority groups.
Performance management systems, succession planning, talent development, and
leadership programs assist in advancement. While companies guide people,

individuals can also take control of their careers.

The advantages and disadvantages of this era's organizational operations and
twentieth-century management practices will be explored in detail after a brief

commercial break, in the next chapter.
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The Bright and Dark Sides of
Traditional Management

Let’s start by acknowledging that twentieth-century management practices resulted
in approximately a fiftyfold increase in industrial productivity, and as we’ve already
mentioned, significantly raised living standards in developed countries. Even
developing nations received some benefits from this. The reduction in manufacturing
costs made consumer and convenience goods more accessible to a broader audience
than ever before, driving tremendous advancements in healthcare and every
conceivable and inconceivable branch of technology. Large corporations became
veritable money-making machines in the latter half of the century, though by the

turn of the millennium, their luster had begun to fade.

How were these remarkable results achieved? By creating structured, process-driven,
highly regulated, hierarchical work environments with clearly defined tasks and
responsibilities. Departments were established with specific areas of expertise, and
complex activities were broken down into smaller, more manageable parts through
division of labor. Although employees didn’t see much of the big picture, they
became specialists in their particular tasks. Workers were primarily informed about
what they needed to know for their immediate tasks or what was part of the
company’s propaganda. Communication was mostly top-down, one-way: instructions
were given on what to do, when, and how. The reasoning behind these directives was
rarely emphasized, other than the classic “because management decided so.” (I was
recently shocked by a winemaker friend who, as an employee, remarked that he was
told nothing about the wines — only which tank needed which operation. Yikes.)
Work was planned years in advance, and these long-term plans were broken down
into annual and quarterly goals. Results were often massaged to fit these targets, or if
that didn’t work, lengthy PowerPoint presentations were used to explain away the

discrepancies.
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Productivity and efficiency were the responsibility of the management. Achieving
these goals often meant squeezing more out of employees, requiring unpaid
overtime, cutting costs, optimizing for specific metrics (where one indicator improved
at the expense of another), exploiting economies of scale, downsizing, or outsourcing.
The miracle solution of the 1990s was Business Process Reengineering (BPR), but
even this did not produce solutions significantly different from what had come before.
Buzzword-heavy change management programs, corporate mergers, oscillating
between centralization and decentralization, rewritten but soon-forgotten mission
statements, miraculous I'T 1nvestments, or the balanced scorecard failed to deliver

genuine breakthroughs.

But let’s not be entirely negative, as many management innovations have had a
profoundly positive impact, providing significant competitive advantages to those
who pioneered them. To name a few without claiming to be exhaustive: Taylor’s
scientific management, the use of assembly lines, the establishment of industrial
research laboratories, cost and return calculations, brand management, project
management, divisional and consortium operations, formal strategy making, open-

source software development, and even the practice of leadership training itself.

One of my favorite cartoons perfectly captures the mutual perceptions between
managers and subordinates. In the cartoon, a conductor stands on a podium 1n front
of an orchestra. The conductor thinks of the players as donkeys, while the musicians
unanimously regard the conductor as a monkey. With over two decades and roughly
one hundred fifty corporate clients under my belt, I can say that in most traditional
organizations, managers and employees mutually view each other as {fools,
questioning the other’s abilities and intentions while perceiving their own position as
more challenging. The mutual trust level 1s, to put it mildly, not very high. Another
telling cartoon depicts birds: one sits on the highest crossheam of a pole, with a few
others below it, and increasingly wider beams hold larger flocks as you go down.

Naturally, the birds at the lower levels are more thickly covered in guano...

Rigid structures and bureaucracy have had, and continue to have, many unfavorable
side effects. Decision-making becomes unbearably cumbersome and slow, with
everything soaked in internal politics and power games. Silos or departmental

divisions create constant conflict, and the “us versus them” mentality is pervasive.
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The concept of “all rowing in the same boat” 1s nowhere to be found. When
problems arise, covering one’s rear, finger-pointing, and shirking responsibility are the

norm. In many cases, personal interests easily override organizational interests.

Where salaries are high, there is often an explicit or implicit expectation that you
sacrifice your life and blood for the company, as they’ve essentially bought you
outright. However, no one is really interested in your honest opinion, and you’re
better off not souring your relationship with your superior by voicing critical
observations. If you’re seen working hard, delivering results, navigating the
environment skilfully, and remaining loyal to the company (which usually means
loyalty to your bosses), there’s an opportunity for advancement. As long as you’re
needed, you can successfully surf the stormy waves, but make no mistake — if a
reorganization reaches you, you’ll be flushed down the drain without hesitation.
Employees see this; they’re not stupid. Consequently, they gradually become
alienated and lose motivation. The lack of enthusiasm and commitment, the absence
of honest feedback and open communication, the continuous pressure, internal
competition, and uncertainty are not conducive to innovation or a quality customer

experience.

While specialization undoubtedly has its benefits — like the screw-turning worker
who, after a few years, can drive a screw in seconds flat, even while standing on his
head — it eventually leads to burnout. The soul-crushing monotony of the rat race
may drive someone to commit hara-kiri or, at the next sarcastic comment, aim the
screwdriver at their boss’s brainstem. This 1s 1n stark contrast to, say, the apprentice
in a workshop, who could see the entire production process and, over time, assemble
the entire product, reducing the likelithood of succumbing to the monotony of work.
However, the day may come when the bio-robot 1s happily screwing away in the
factory until the finance department’s Excel sheet spits out that automation, which
screws much faster than a human, would pay for itself in no time thanks to
technological advancements. I should note in passing that no one necessarily
calculates that the machine would need to screw every screw mn the world in this
factory for four shifts to run economically. And, of course, it’s entirely possible that
the Excel wizard 1s just another row in someone else’s Excel sheet, which could be

easily deleted on a fine spring day...

19



This specialization problem 1s just as imaginable in intellectual jobs, such as when
someone deals exclusively with incoming invoices or sets up printers. Burnout is even
more prevalent here, just as it i1s among managers who throw in the towel not due to
monotony but because of constant pressure, overwork, and often contradictory
demands. The global spread of shared service centers can be seen as the last dance
of traditional management thinking, where much of the work 1is essentially
intellectual manual labor. Toward the end of the twentieth century, some
organizations began to recognize this problem and attempted, with mixed success, to

restore or effectively integrate the balance between work and personal life.

It may be worth repeating that the dark side of the economic successes achieved by
traditional management includes the harsh degradation of social and natural
environments, occasional falsification of financial data, and widespread corruption.
Beyond these, the legacy of what was otherwise a commercially successtul twentieth-
century management mindset 1s a largely unmotivated, disengaged, and exhausted
workforce that finds little meaning in their work beyond their paycheck and has
completely lost trust in their employers and superiors. Meanwhile, customers, who
can now switch to a competitor in seconds in a global market, won’t hesitate if

they’re dissatisfied with the service.
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Drastic Changes in the Market
and the World of Work

During the heyday of twentieth-century management thinking, companies primarily
focused on mass-producing goods or services and pushing them to the public through
mass media advertising, all in the pursuit of maximizing profits. It wasn’t easy to
compare products in the market, nor was it common for customers to exchange
opinions with each other. Companies could claim whatever they wanted about the
shiny little particles in Vanish Oxy Action Crystal White or the 87.3% eftectiveness
of an anti-wrinkle cream, as long as the animated video on TV could support it. If
the mom in the commercial said that the mud came out of her kid's swamp-soaked
pants, or if Claudia Schiffer smiled wrinkle-free on the screen, it was obviously

thanks to the product in question.

However, this privileged position of companies has since disappeared. At any time, I
can check online which retailer offers what specifications at what price. If I don’t like
what I bought or how I was served, I can broadcast my dissatisfaction across the
internet, and Google will likely place my opinion at the top of the search results. If 1
find the local store price too high, I can quickly source the product from eBay.
Competition, except for services like hairdressing or plumbing, has become global,
and the customer can access all relevant information within seconds. Innovation has
become even more crucial, and cycles have accelerated. Companies must deliver
more value, faster, under better conditions, and/or at a better price. Trendy products
can still be sold at a premium, but it’s particularly important that, through
continuous innovation and marketing efforts, the product or service remains highly

attractive.

According to Gary Hamel, one of the foremost experts on management innovation,
1t’s incredibly difficult to differentiate yourself in the market with lower-level human
capabilities like obedience, diligence, and basic intelligence. These have all become

commodities in the global marketplace. If a company doesn’t want to compete in this
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arena, it must create unique value for its customers — value that can only be
generated by employees who bring their enthusiasm, initiative, and imagination to
work every day. However, bureaucratic organizations have little demand for these

qualities.

Hierarchical, top-down, quasi-military systems started to creak and crack when the
competition required quick responses and the problem-solving capabilities of
independent, responsible thinkers. For example, we saw the collapse of the print
media market, the end of television’s dominance, much of it ceding to a search
engine or a seemingly pointless and unnecessary new communication platform
launched in 2006, where users could map out their human relationships, share cat

photos with friends, or report on their latest dinner to the public.

The world of work has also undergone massive changes. To quote Gary Hamel
again: management was originally invented to solve two problems. First, to get
unskilled workers to perform repetitive tasks in a disciplined and efficient manner.
Second, to coordinate efforts to create complex products or services. To achieve this,
hierarchies were built, goals were broken down into appropriate levels, jobs were

defined, and areas and people were managed through detailed rules and processes.

However, over the years, machines have increasingly replaced unskilled labor, and
many industries have emerged that require highly qualified workers from the start.
Knowledge workers, in particular, were less motivated by jobs where they had to
follow instructions, where their insights weren’t valued, and where they were stuck in
monotonous routines. It’s no wonder that various international surveys consistently
conclude that two-thirds to three-quarters of employees are far from engaged 1n their
workplaces. It’s worth considering what kind of experiences customers have when
they interact with employees at such low motivation levels. Not to mention the
amount of knowledge and employee inspiration that organizations let slip down the

drain as a result.

Multinational corporations that recognized this problem have successfully retained
and motivated their employees in the long term by changing leadership attitudes.
They involved employees in leadership, managed their careers, rotated them across

different roles or countries to prevent them from becoming jaded in a particular
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activity. However, in many places, this was not emphasized, and the approach to
managing intellectual workers often remained "adapt or leave," with the expectation
that they should be grateful for having such a good job. For intelligent, thinking
people — regardless of their qualifications — “because the boss wants it this way” 1s

not a sufficient explanation.

Today's workforce, especially knowledge workers, expects more from their employer
than just a paycheck. They want to learn and grow, do interesting and meaningful
work, preferably in a positive workplace community, feel valued, and be fairly
compensated. The representatives of the younger generations, who have now
entered the workplace in large numbers, are no longer willing to sacrifice years of
their lives for the company like the Generation X did, enduring 150% work
(suffering) and 0% personal life. And they don’t want to artificially separate the two;

they want to live at work too.
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Pioneers

While twentieth-century management was primarily driven by principles of
efliciency and effectiveness, there were leaders and management thinkers who found
this worldview overly simplistic. They likely experienced its downsides or felt it didn't
align with their personal values. These individuals emphasized fair treatment,
equality, harmonious relationships, collaboration, consensus-building, attention to
colleagues' feelings and needs, and community-building — values that traditional
management often overlooked. While such an approach was not unheard of in
business, it became most characteristic among leaders in the nonprofit sector of the

Western world.

As early as 1924, Mary Parker Follett wrote about these i1deas: "Leadership is not
about exercising power but about enabling those being led to feel more powerful
themselves. The most important task of a leader is to create more leaders. (...)
Hostile, win-lose decision-making debilitates everyone. Problems cannot be resolved
by imposing a single viewpoint on everyone else; instead, a higher-level solution that
integrates all parties' differing perspectives must be sought. (...) A large organization
is a collection of local communities. The development of individuals and institutions

is maximized when communities are self-directing."

Between 1948 and 1975, Taiichi Ohno and Eiji Toyoda developed the Toyota
Production System (TPS), which later became the foundation for the widely adopted
lean methodology. Without delving too deeply into the details here, it’s worth
mentioning that the TPS employed numerous management practices that were
radically different from what was common in traditional leadership. Respect for
people, for example, is one of the most important principles. This respect manifests
in efforts to understand one another and build mutual trust. There 1s a strong
emphasis on individual development and teamwork. Continuous improvement is a

constant focus, not just daily production. Even assembly line workers are genuinely
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involved in this process, not just treated as bio-robots, and innovation isn’t solely the
engineers' domain. For instance, even an operator can stop the entire production line
if they notice a problem. The system uses various tools to make problems visible and
seeks to uncover root causes. Decisions must be aligned with long-term goals, even if
it means sacrificing short-term financial objectives. Decisions are made slowly, after
thoroughly examining the problem firsthand, involving those affected, and
considering all aspects. I could list serveral more practices that deviate from the
norm. With this approach, Toyota gradually outpaced its American automotive
competitors, and their methods were adopted by many other manufacturing sectors
and even parts of the service industry. However, success only followed where the

entire philosophy was embraced, not just selectively picking techniques from it.

In 1970, Robert Greenleaf launched the concept of servant leadership in an essay,
arguing that a leader's primary role is to support their employees in their work and
development and to foster community building. Surprisingly, some managers were
able to embrace the idea that leadership is not about domination or adopting the all-

knowing mask of authority.

Ken Blanchard’s book on empowerment, published i 1996, outlines three steps to
achieving true empowerment of people. First, all information must be shared with
colleagues so they can make informed decisions. Second, the boundaries within
which an individual or team can operate and make decisions must be clearly defined.
Third, colleagues should work in self-managing teams without formal leaders, where
they decide who does what, when, and how. Although this may have sounded even
more bizarre to traditional managers than the concept of servant leadership, the idea
gained popularity among companies striving to keep up with the times. At the very
least, 1t was adopted as part of their rhetoric, and more enlightened leaders actually
took steps not to withhold information from their colleagues and to grant them more
decision-making freedom. However, even among companies that claimed to be

building an empowering leadership culture, self-managing teams were rarely heard

of.

These companies, which began thinking differently about leadership around the turn
of the millennium, aimed to create a more humane, family-like work environment.

They typically established a culture driven by shared values and sought to define
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goals for their activities that were more inspiring than just profit generation. But
unlike others who followed the trend by writing incomprehensible, generic
management-buzzword-filled corporate visions and mission statements to hang in the
lobby — where no one would ever read them — these companies' leaders considered
the communication of cultural values and vision as their most important work. HR
often played a central role in these organizations, supporting culture-building with
training programs, community-building events, 360-degree feedback systems,
succession planning, and regular employee satisfaction surveys. Some companies
even focused on creating a pleasant, homely, informal environment in their physical
workplaces. They contributed to employees' daily comfort with sports and recreation
facilities, canteens far superior to the average, and even company daycare centers.
Another important characteristic of these companies i1s that they don’t prioritize
shareholder interests alone in decision-making. In fact, they don’t establish
hierarchies among the different stakeholder groups. The interests of investors,
employees, managers, suppliers, the local community, society, and the natural

environment are all considered equally important.

For example, the founder of Whole Foods Market, a U.S. grocery retail chain
launched more than 40 years ago and employing around 60,000 people, declared
that he wanted to build an organization based on love instead of fear. At Whole
Foods, the smallest organizational unit is not the store but the team responsible for
managing a particular product category. Store managers must consult with teams
before making any decisions that affect them, and they grant a level of autonomy to
the departments that is unheard of in retail. Teams decide what and how much to
order, and they have veto power over hiring new colleagues. Bonuses are awarded at
the team level, and everyone has access to the store's financial data, including
colleagues' salaries. At Whole Foods, 94% of stock options are awarded not to top

executives but to the other employees.

But the real punks are yet to come.
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Part 11.



This Wouldn't Work Here!
Or Would It?

Few would dispute that if a business organization wants to survive in the long term, it
must keep up with the times. Of course, not everyone acts accordingly, but those who
are serious about it work systematically on technological development and on making
business processes faster and more efficient. However, according to Gary Hamel, it’s
surprising that these same companies are often less diligent when it comes to the area
with the greatest impact: management innovation. Radically rethinking leadership
principles and processes can provide a long-term competitive advantage in the
market. Hamel argues that over the past hundred years, management innovation has
had a more significant impact on business performance than any other type of

Innovation.

In Hamel’s view, management innovation involves a significant departure from
traditional management principles, processes, practices, and organizational
structures. In other words, it fundamentally changes how leaders and their colleagues
work 1n various fields: goal setting, planning, motivation, coordination of efforts,
monitoring, resource gathering and allocation, knowledge acquisition and
application, relationship building and maintenance, talent identification and

development, and balancing the interests of other stakeholders.

When reading about management innovators, it often turns out that the leader or
company owner in question simply cannot and does not want to align with
conventional management practices. Some do so because they have experienced its
downsides and refuse to continue operating this way in the company they lead or
founded. Others, driven by personal motivation and a different set of values, don’t
even understand why they should adhere to traditional management practices. They
question all orthodoxies, boldly asking the questions anew with the “power of not
knowing.” Why must we think in terms of departments? What’s the point of

planning for five years when circumstances can change radically within a year or
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two? Why do we need a fixed organizational structure? Why use rigid job
descriptions in a changing market environment? Why must there be a designated
leadership layer? How can we truly make people our most valuable asset, not just as
empty rhetoric? How can we harness the creative potential within our colleagues?
What awakens a sense of responsibility in people? How can we build an organization
where the typical intrigue and politicking of large corporations are absent? And so

o1l.

Interestingly, the process of rebuttoning the management coat has begun in several
industries, and they have arrived at surprisingly similar results. From software
development to healthcare services or manufacturing, we can find organizations that
have thrown out the conventional operational frameworks and adopted new practices
that one might instinctively dismiss by saying, “This wouldn’t work here.” It may
indeed be possible that a particular organization is not yet ready for this approach,
but that isn’t due to the industry in which it operates. It’s also evident that these
organizations are extremely successful in their respective fields, and it has been
proven that even companies or institutions employing large numbers of people can

be sustainably managed in the long term based on these principles.

In the field of software development, agile management has been in use for over 20
years, where 1instead of the traditional project management methodology,
development progresses in incremental stages with regular iterations mvolving the
customer, often in self-managing, typically cross-functional teams. One form of this is
Scrum, a framework for product development. Today, it’s no longer just small
companies using this method but also large corporations like Siemens, Microsoft, and
Ericsson. Scrum-based project management is also found in banks, energy
companies, media organizations, universities, the military, and the automotive
industry. Steven Denning refers to the principles applied in other industries as radical
management, framed more generally than how software development operates under

Scrum.

Others, however, have nothing to do with agile management, yet their company
culture and operations are completely at odds with conventional management
practices. W. L. Gore and Associates, a 10,000-employee chemical and electronics

manufacturing company, 1s known for developing and producing Gore-Tex. The
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400-employee French foundry FAVI manufactures metal components. The family-
owned Finnish cleaning company SOL, founded in 1848, now employs 11,000
people. Sun Hydraulics, a 860-employee engineering and manufacturing firm
specializing in valves, has been profitable every year for its 44-year history, reporting
23-28% annual growth recently. Ricardo Semler’s Brazilian conglomerate, Semco
Partners, has seen incredible growth over the past three decades and now operates
more than twenty different businesses with enviable return rates. Buurtzorg, a Dutch
nonprofit specializing in home healthcare, employs 8,000 nurses and cares for 80,000
patients. EZBZ 1s a high school, and Heiligenfeld is a hospital. The over 2,000-
employee Morning Star dominates the U.S. tomato processing market with a 40%
market share, while RHD 1is a nearly 5,000-employee nonprofit organization
providing homes and programs for people in ditficult circumstances. And one more
surprising company on the list: AES, one of the largest energy producers and service
providers with 40,000 employees (note: AES operated in a "punk" manner for 20
years until a recent ownership change). Quite a diverse group, isn’t it? They have two
things in common: they abandoned traditional management, and they are incredibly

successful. This wouldn’t work in your organization, of course. Or would it?
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Driverless Cars

At first glance, even the idea sounds like madness! Yet, it may come as a surprise that
experiments with driverless road vehicles have been ongoing since the 1920s, and in
recent years, nearly every major car manufacturer has made strides in this area. By
2015-2016, several European cities were even planning to introduce such vehicles
into public transportation. The 1dea of a “driverless” workplace team might seem

just as absurd. But 1t’s not. and it's not even that much of a eroundbreaking novelty.
J ) g g Yy

Betore founding W. L. Gore and Associates, Bill Gore worked at DuPont, where 1t
was common practice to assemble small, hierarchy-free teams for projects involving
new ideas. Everyone contributed their enthusiasm, knowledge, and experience,
which led to quick and effective work. At a later stage, these projects would be taken
over by the hierarchical organization. When Gore started his own business in the
1960s, he wondered why this liberated structure couldn’t be extended across the
entire company. Of course, this didn’t happen smoothly; it required a lot of
experimentation, but eventually, it worked out. And it paid off, as evidenced by the

growth and success of W. L. Gore and Associates to this day.

In 1983, Jean-Francois Zobrist took over the leadership of the metal manufacturing
company FAVI. He dismantled the human resources department, reassigned
foremen and supervisors, and entrusted production to self-managing teams of 20-25
people, each focused on a specific product range. These teams established direct
contact with customers, chose their own leaders (who could be replaced if necessary),
and reported directly to Zobrist. These teams managed everything themselves:
hiring, training, procurement, and budget management. Did the new approach
work? The results achieved by FAVI over the next 25 years, both in market share and

financial performance, speak for themselves.

The Philadelphia-based Resources for Human Development (RHD) was founded in
1970 with a $50,000 contract to care for intellectually disabled people in the suburbs.
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Today, thanks to their programs, they operate homes in 14 states with 4,600
employees, providing care for people with various mental health and drug issues. All
RHD programs are run by self-managing units, each with 20 to 50 members. There
are no job descriptions. Each unit is responsible for the full spectrum of its activities,
including strategy formulation, recruitment, procurement, budgeting, and
monitoring. Like at FAVI, these units have leaders, but not with the classic
responsibility and power—they cannot impose decisions on the team or unilaterally
hire or fire anyone. Over 40 years, they have grown by an average of 30% annually

1n terms of revenue.

Given these dates, the agile software development methodology doesn’t seem as
incredibly modern, even though it’s radically different from the norm. Software
companies realized that customer needs could change along the way, and completed
developments could spark new ideas. Therefore, it’s much better to move forward in
smaller increments, regularly showing the customer the results, rather than
discovering after six months that the customer didn’t want this kind of horse at all.
Instead of reporting to the manager, the team reports to the customer (or their
delegate), and during the work cycle (a few-week sprint), the company's management
does not interfere with the team’s activities. The team decides how many tasks can fit
into a cycle, how long each task will take, and how they will execute them. Each
iteration cycle begins with a goal, formulated as "stories," the team measures its own
performance, and at the end of the cycle, they also reflect on their teamwork. They
hold short daily meetings to discuss progress and systematically work to remove

obstacles.

Jos de Blok founded the home care provider Buurtzorg in 2006, starting with 10
employees. Today, the organization boasts a workforce of 8,000 nurses, and the
quality of their services surpasses that of their traditionally managed competitors by
every measure. T'he nurses work in teams of 10-12, each caring for about 50 patients
within a precisely defined small geographic area. They decide how many patients
they will serve, plan their work, and handle administrative tasks themselves. They
choose and set up their own offices, decide how to integrate well into the local
community, and determine which relationships with other healthcare institutions are

important to establish. They determine their mode of operation, the schedule of
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their meetings, and how tasks will be distributed. They are responsible for their own
individual and group training plans. They decide whether expansion is necessary and
can even split into new teams 1f they can no longer manage the workload in a
particular area. They measure their work and implement corrective actions
themselves. The patients are not treated as products on an assembly line; instead, the
goal 1s to establish stable caregiver-patient relationships. Surprisingly, Buurtzorg does
not aim to provide care to patients for as long as possible to bill more hours. Their
goal 1s to make patients self-sufficient as soon as they can, and they achieve this by
genuinely taking the time needed for humane care. According to an Ernst & Young
survey from 2009, despite this approach, they bill 40% fewer hours per patient than
similar organizations, with patients spending half as much time in home care on
average, and a third fewer emergency hospital visits. This saves millions of euros in
the healthcare system, while their employees have significantly lower rates of

absenteeism and turnover compared to other care organizations.

It’s clear that self-managing teams without traditional managers have already
become a reality in many industries and have been operating successfully for years,

with impressive results.
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Surprising Level of Trust?

Zobrist encountered a situation at FAVI that is common in most companies:
employees are told what to do and how to do 1t, decisions about who commands
whom are made based on a hierarchical structure, compliance with instructions is
closely monitored, and rewards or penalties are doled out accordingly. Strict rules are
in place to prevent any potential misconduct. Zobrist realized that all these practices
conveyed an implicit message: that people are unintelligent, irresponsible, lazy, and
quite possibly prone to theft. He thus embarked on what seemed like an 1impossible

task: transforming the entrenched way of operating.

He removed the time clock and the bell that signaled the end of the workday because
he wanted to pay for quality products, not just for time spent. He abolished bonuses
and incorporated the average bonus from the previous two years into the base salary.
He took the lock off the door of the raw materials warehouse and asked the workers
to keep track of the materials they took so that supplies could be replenished based
on actual usage. Each machine was equipped with its own set of tools, and workers
were given a budget to choose the appropriate tools they needed for their work.
When Zobrist announced these changes, the middle managers were shocked. He
candidly told them that he didn’t know exactly how the company would operate in
the future, but they would learn together and figure it out. Later, each product team
was assigned a salesperson, but every employee was also empowered to maintain
direct contact with customer representatives, even traveling abroad to meet them
without any higher-level permission. He redefined the role of managers, shifting
their focus from task allocation and supervision to supporting the teams (or mini-
enterprises). Gontinuous improvement eventually led to a significant shift in sales,
with the proportion of specially crafted, higher value-added, and more profitable

products increasing from a few percent to nearly one hundred percent.
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At SOL, a cleaning company with a workforce of over 11,000, the headquarters
sometimes bustles with 300 people, while at other times only a few are wandering
around. The company president explains that this is mostly weather-dependent: in
summer, people spend most of their time at their holiday homes, but if it rains, they
might even come in on a Sunday. Thursdays are particularly busy in the office
because there's free soup, so many people schedule their meetings for that day. “This
is our headquarters. What would they do here?” asked President Liisa Joronen. If too
many people crowded in, it would only increase conflicts and bureaucracy. Since
2009, they haven’t even created a company-wide budget. Departments focus on
predicting growth and profitability and work on achieving results. In terms of
profitability, they generate twice the industry average. The top executives don’t check
anything; instead, they focus on leading by example, particularly in cost

management.

So, how can a cleaning company operate? Typically, you would expect a hierarchy:
the workers at the bottom, supervisors above them, regional managers overseeing the
supervisors, and finally, a service area director. But that’s not how it works at SOL.
The cleaners are service agents who directly negotiate details with clients. Instead of
the industry-standard evening cleaning, they work during the day, proudly wearing
their bright uniforms. Employees are trained not only in the specific tasks but also in
customer relations, basic business and financial skills, and pricing. It may no longer
be surprising that SOL has also created self-managing teams focused on serving
individual clients, with each team planning its own business/growth goals and
budget. During the first year, Joronen, a former banker familiar with common
anomalies, was quite anxious during the planning period. To her surprise, the teams
came up with ambitious plans despite the not-so-bright economic outlook, and they
later delivered the results. Working during the day allowed direct contact with the
client, which created excellent opportunities for improving service quality and further
sales. Of course, this required trust in the cleaners(!), assuming they were capable of

managing client relationships and business development.

It there’s one area where trust in participants is practically nonexistent, it’s the
education system, at least in my country. Teachers are expected to follow a

standardized curriculum and try to pour the centrally determined content into
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students' heads. They mostly attempt to do this, with little success, through lectures
where students are expected to regurgitate the material later. Some students resist
this; others store the material in their short-term memory until the test and then
quickly discard it. The education system imagines teaching children as if they were
passing through a yogurt cup filling production line: thirty empty plastic cups come

down the conveyor belt, the content 1s injected, sealed, and then off to the market.

But children are not yogurt cups. This revolutionary insight is the foundation of the
Berlin-based ESBZ secondary school, founded in 2007, where, believe it or not,
students are trusted and given full responsibility for their own learning. They
primarily teach themselves and each other, with adults mostly serving as mentors and
coaches. They have done away with traditional lectures. Teachers write learning
material and exercises on large cards, and students progress at their own pace,
seeking help where they need it. They ask their peers first and, if necessary, turn to
teachers. They can work independently or in small groups. Because the classes are
mixed in terms of age, older students learn to help younger ones while reviewing
their earlier material. The self-paced learning also allows for the integration of
children with special educational needs. Progress i1s closely monitored, and each
student has a weekly one-on-one meeting with their tutor. They review what was
achieved the previous week and plan the week ahead. There are also meetings where
quarterly goals are set. The normal curriculum is covered in the first two hours of
the day, with the rest of the day spent on individual or group projects, solving real-
world problems, or even engaging in charitable activities. It’s perhaps unsurprising

that teachers and parents also work in self~-managing teams.

Strange as 1t may seem, 1t strongly appears that people do indeed repay the trust
placed in them and are capable of doing honest work even without directives and

supervision from above.
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Fiverything Is Shared

Thomas Jefferson, who certainly wasn’t born yesterday, once said, “If the people are
well informed, they can be trusted with their own government.” Whether this is
generally true or not, I can’t say for sure, but it’s certainly a principle that modern

management innovators seem to follow.

In traditional organizations, it’s typically the “important” people who get access to
information first, sensitive topics are reserved for upper management, and employees
receive filtered messages — 1if they receive any at all. In contrast, the organizations
discussed earlier embrace a philosophy of radical transparency. Employees are kept
informed about the company’s financial performance, salaries, and team results.
There’s no sugarcoating; it’s assumed that people can handle both the good news
and the bad. In many cases, important information 1s made available to everyone in
real-time, often through the company intranet. At AES, a publicly traded company,
this practice even caused complications with the stock market regulators because,
instead of the usual 5-10 executives, tens of thousands of people were considered

msiders.

The town hall meeting 1s also a typical form of information exchange. Reporting
quarterly or semi-annual results, lessons learned from internal surveys, and
discussions about events that influence company strategy are often conducted in such

settings.

General awareness greatly facilitates independent work and decision-making; in fact,
one could argue that it makes them possible. The cleaners at SOL (excuse me,
service agents) are capable of making reasonable pricing decisions because they are
fully informed about the company’s pricing policy, profit expectations, and cost
structure. They also know very well that the profit margin on additional services sold
to an existing client 1s significantly higher than that of the basic contract won

through a tender.
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People can understand basic economic relationships quite easily. It might just require
companies to nvest a little energy in providing fundamental knowledge and regularly
sharing financial data with clear explanations. This practice also significantly
strengthens a sense of responsibility, as no one can — or wants to — claim ignorance

about certain information.

In addition to informed decision-making, the feeling of trust in employees is greatly
enhanced when they are treated as adults and included in the details of the
company’s operations. Trust in the organization and its leadership can only be
earned if they first extend trust to their colleagues. It’s perfectly acceptable to tell
them that certain information is meant for their eyes only and that it’s in everyone’s

best interest to keep it within the company.
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Unconventional Day-to-Day
Operations

Traiming, Support, and Clear Boundaries

How do you avoid chaos when there's no responsible manager to call the shots? At
Buurtzorg, they don't leave it to chance whether effective self-management will
emerge spontaneously. Every new team receives training on healthy and effective
group decision-making, learning about active listening, communication styles,
meeting facilitation, and coaching each other. The emphasis 1s not only on skill
development but also on learning specific procedures and methods. For example, in
problem-solving, teams select a facilitator, set an agenda, define the problem, gather
suggestions in a structured way, and follow a specific process to make decisions. If
they can't reach a consensus, they can call in an internal facilitator or seek help from

other teams. They can even use their internal social media network for assistance.

In addition to training, clear guidelines and basic rules are established to help teams
thrive in self-management. For example, at Buurtzorg, no team can exceed 12
members; otherwise, it must split into two. Tasks must be evenly distributed among
members to avoid overburdening any one person. Beyond work-related discussions,
teams are also required to hold regular problem-solving coaching sessions. Every
year, team members must evaluate each other, with the assessment format
determined by the team. The team must also create an annual plan covering client
management, quality improvement, training, and organizational initiatives. The goal
for mature teams is to ensure that 60-65% of their working time generates revenue

(1.e., 15 billable to the funders). Decision-making must follow the defined processes.

In companies or teams working under the Scrum framework, it 1s equally crucial that
team members understand the operating method, and a trained and certified
methodology expert, the Scrum Master, typically supports day-to-day activities. The
Scrum Master assists the client’s representative in defining the specific development

needs and helps the team agree on goals for the upcoming sprint. They coach the
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team 1n Scrum practices, facilitate self-organization, and help remove internal or
external obstacles. The Scrum Master’s role includes facilitating key meetings like
planning sessions, daily stand-ups, and sprint reviews and retrospectives at the end of

the work cycles (2-3 weeks).

At RHD, a document titled "Rights and Responsibilities Declaration" outlines the
behavioral framework within which they work. It states that there 1s no single "right"
or "wrong" decision and that multiple interpretations of reality are possible. This
makes disagreement inevitable, but the organization does not tolerate violent or rude
conflict resolution. The document details specific verbal and behavioral actions that
are considered unacceptable — yes, even eye-rolling is mentioned. Many other
companies featured in this book have also taken the time to establish basic behavioral
rules. However, they don't rely solely on a document to turn principles into reality.
Besides basic training, they regularly highlight shared values through various means.
For instance, they hold an annual "Values Day," where the organization's mission and
values are revisited in playful and engaging ways. At RHD, a bi-monthly meeting is
organized to discuss issues related to implementing these values in daily practice,
with the founder attending every session. An annual survey on this topic 1s also

common, with the results discussed within individual teams.
"ask Allocation

At Gore, new hires are not given specific tasks but are instead encouraged to find
"commitments" where their skills and experience can be best utilized. If someone
later wishes to stop working on a particular task, they must negotiate with their
colleagues on how to transition out of it in a way that is acceptable to everyone

mvolved.

As mentioned in the story at the beginning of the book, Valve Corporation follows a
similar practice. They don’t hire for specific positions; instead, they bring in good
people who are expected to find their place and contribute to ongoing projects within

the company.

After Zobrist took over the leadership at FAVI, he aimed to ensure that employees
were doing work they enjoyed rather than tasks assigned to them. He literally walked
around and asked hundreds of his colleagues what job they would choose if they
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could start over. Then, he set about gradually rearranging people according to their

preferences.

At Buurtzorg, the team itself decides on task allocation. This doesn’t mean everyone
does the same thing, as each person has different strengths, experiences, and
personalities that predispose them to certain tasks. Depending on the topic, different
team members may take on leadership roles in the collaborative work, but there is no
fixed team leader position. You might think that there must be a regional manager to
oversee the teams, but there isn’t. Instead, regional coaches provide support,
transferring experiences from other teams as needed. However, they don’t have
decision-making power over the teams, nor do they have profit targets or other
financial responsibilities. Their role is to help, not to prevent problems but to assist in

finding solutions.

Client demands often fluctuate, which affects labor needs. FAVI’s mini-factories
regularly discuss which ones are experiencing labor shortages or surpluses, then
return to their teams to request volunteers to assist the other team for a few shifts. For
example, workers from the plant producing for Volkswagen might temporarily move
to the unit making parts for Volvo or vice versa. There 1s no top-down reassignment

or puppet-like manipulation.

Since roles in these organizations are not set in stone, 1t’s relatively easy to hand over

or take on new responsibilities, either to balance workload or to learn new skills.
Decision-Making

Decision-making 1s a critical aspect of organizational operations. If there’s no boss to
make the final call, how are crucial decisions made? How can company funds be

spent, for example?

At AES, they use a “consultation process,” a method that most organizations in this
book employ in some form. The principle 1s simple: anyone in the organization can
make a decision, but before doing so, they must consult with all affected parties and
any colleagues knowledgeable about the topic. This doesn’t mean they have to
incorporate every viewpoint into the decision, only that they need to ask and fairly

consider the perspectives they receive. The more significant the decision, the more
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people need to be involved, but the responsibility for making the decision lies with

the individual who raised the issue.

The same 1s true at Gore: more substantial decisions involving significant financial
commitments or major consequences must be discussed with other colleagues who

have experience or are affected by the matter.

Purchasing and imvestment decisions are also handled differently in self-managing
organizations compared to traditional setups. There are no procurement
departments or signature limits based on job rank. Employees decide on equipment
purchases themselves, naturally seeking advice from colleagues. One might wonder
about volume discounts. Teams can still coordinate their purchases, enhancing their
negotiating position with suppliers. It’s expected that employees will also consider
reasonable and responsible financial management even without a procurement
department. By seeking advice from experienced -colleagues, organizational
knowledge and experience are utilized, including cost-efficiency, standardization, and
compatibility considerations. Anyone who has worked for a multinational knows well
that the procurement requirement to get three quotes 1s often just a formality. The

preferred vendor usually wins, with the other two often included just to fill the quota.

At Morning Star, teams must present their annual investment plans and budgets to a
panel of colleagues from other teams who review and challenge the proposals. A

solid justification 1s needed if they want to invest the company’s money.

Okay, this might work well in peaceful times, but what happens in a crisis? During
the Gulf War, new car sales plummeted, which reduced FAVTI’s orders. The obvious
solution would have been to lay off workers who did not yet have permanent
contracts (at FAVI, there’s a longer probation period with fixed-term contracts).
However, Zobrist chose to openly share the problem with the workers at a company
meeting. The employees suggested working only three weeks next month for three
weeks' pay and continuing this practice for the following months if necessary. The

proposal was voted on by those present, thus avoiding layofs.

In 2010, Buurtzorg faced a cash-flow crisis when some insurance companies withheld
several million dollars due to technicalities, though, in reality, they were more

bothered by the organization’s rapid market expansion. Jos de Blok informed his
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colleagues about the situation through a company blog post and outlined two
options: either temporarily slow their growth or have the existing staft take on more
work. The majority of the nurses supported the latter solution until the payments

were sorted out.

After the Enron scandal, the founders of AES temporarily introduced top-down
decision-making to manage the crisis in the energy sector, but they made this process

transparent. After the storm passed, they returned to self-management.
Conflict Resolution

Of course, even in radically different companies, people work there, which means
they don’t always agree, and sometimes they may not behave appropriately toward
each other. Organizations based on self-management generally have a conflict
resolution process in place for such cases. This is also true at Morning Star, a tomato

processing company.

If colleagues disagree, the first step is to sit down and try to resolve the issue together.
The 1nitiator’s task is to state their request clearly, and the other party must respond
with either a yes or no, or they can make a counterproposal. If they cannot find a
mutually acceptable solution, they choose a mediator who 1s acceptable to both. The
mediator’s role is to help but not impose a solution. If this attempt fails, a panel with
relevant experience is convened. This panel still cannot make decisions for them, but
the pressure 1s usually enough for the parties to reach an agreement. If necessary, the

founder-president also joins the panel.

At the ESBZ secondary school, every student and teacher is trained in the method of
nonviolent communication. At Sounds True, a simple three-step process makes 1t

easier for employees to assertively express their dissatisfaction:
This 1s how I feel: ...
This 1s what I need: ...

What do you need?
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Knowledge Management

Buurtzorg’s more than 600 teams obviously don’t have expertise in every therapeutic
area. However, instead of setting up a central expert function, colleagues in other
teams with knowledge in specific illnesses can be contacted through their intranet
system to address any questions. Sometimes, volunteer project teams are formed
alongside their regular work to explore certain topics and share their findings with
the rest of the organization. In other cases, the central office might bring in external

experts, especially for topics where internal expertise 1s lacking.
Mummizing Central Corporate Functions

Over the past decades, large corporations have grown an astonishing number of
central functions: HR, strategic planning, legal, finance, internal communications,
risk management, internal audit, investor relations, PR, environmental protection,
knowledge management, etc. These colleagues, driven by the best intentions, often
try to "add value" from their perspective by meddling in the daily work of frontline
employees, taking over decision-making competence from them. In contrast, the
organizations discussed here strive to reduce central functions and operate them as
genuine support areas without decision-making power. More important than
specialized skills and economies of scale 1s allowing employees to self-manage and
maintain their motivation instead of constantly jumping at the orders of others. For
example, Buurtzorg has just 30 people in the central office for thousands of nurses.
FAVTI’s central maintenance and quality assurance departments have no decision-
making authority over the production teams. Their role 1s supportive, using

persuasion rather than orders.
Work Environment and Status Symbols

Perhaps it won’t surprise anyone anymore that the companies mentioned here
deliberately avoid the use of status symbols. They aim to create a pleasant work
environment for all employees. You won’t find expensive, corner offices with designer
furniture or reserved parking spaces near the entrance. At FAVI, Zobrist even
reversed the order of restroom quality, giving the best facilities to the workers, while
the office restrooms were kept simple but clean. Another trend observed 1s the homey

work environment, either initiated by the company or arranged by the teams
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themselves, as in the case of Buurtzorg or RHD. In these organizations, you won’t
find standardization or corporate branding in the workspace. Some companies strive
for a nature-friendly environment, whether through location choice, adding plants, or
even allowing dogs in the office. Readers might not be surprised to learn that
environmental consciousness and social responsibility are often present in these
organizations. And typically, these initiatives don’t come from a central PR campaign

but from employees who bring up ideas that their colleagues then support.
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Unconventional HR Practices

Selection and Onboarding

Companies that focus on management innovation place a significant emphasis on the
selection process, which is considered too important to be left to junior HR staft or
solely to managers. Typically, teams handle recruitment and selection themselves,
though they can seek assistance if needed. For instance, at Buurtzorg, a regional
coach can offer advice, but the decision ultimately rests with the team. This approach
ensures that the chosen candidate is likely to fit well within the team and that the
team members themselves are emotionally committed to ensuring the new hire's
successful integration. Team members are often more candid about the workplace
than HR representatives trying to sell the company to a candidate, leading to more
open and honest conversations. This process focuses on whether they can work well
together and if the candidate aligns with the organizational culture and self-
managing structure. Chronic complainers, those who shift responsibility, or those
who lack trust in others are not ideal candidates, nor are those who wait to be told
what to do. These organizations typically provide detailed information to potential
candidates about their values and the characteristics of self-managing work. With
this knowledge, candidates can make informed decisions about whether they want to
work 1n such an environment. Some organizations even conduct 5-10 interviews, and

in some cases, extended probation periods are used.

Tony Hsieh, the founder of Zappos, an e-commerce company later acquired by
Amazon, valued cultural fit and alignment with the company’s vision so much that
he offered a few hundred to several thousand dollars as a bonus for leaving after the
four-week onboarding period. If someone didn’t like the company, it was in
everyone’s best interest to part ways. While 1t may sound crazy to reward those who

leave, 1t ultimately served the company’s goals.

46



Onboarding programs are generally more thorough than in traditional
organizations. Given that self-management is quite unusual, new employees receive
spectfic training on it. New hires also learn about the organization's core values,
rules, and conflict resolution methods, as discussed earlier. It’s not uncommon for
white-collar workers to receive training in operational tasks to gain firsthand

experience in production.

Unlike typical multinational companies, these organizations don’t have talent
programs, career planning, or succession planning. In a self-managing environment,
people encounter various opportunities organically, allowing their career paths to

develop based on their interests and strengths.
Feedback and Evaluation

Traditional companies often use a goal system derived from corporate strategy,
where different management levels are responsible for extracting as much as possible
from the level below them. Performance evaluations are conducted at the individual
level. In contrast, organizations based on self-management rely more on the
attraction of meaningful goals, intrinsic motivation, and commitment to the team.
Results are measured at the team level, and metrics are made available to other
teams. In comparable activities, each team can determine where they need to
improve without their boss rubbing it in. At Morning Star, the practice 1s that teams
present their annual self-assessment to the founder and any interested colleagues
every January. They openly discuss what went well, what didn’t, how they used

company resources, and what their plans are for the next year.

Despite the focus on team-level performance evaluation, individuals in these
organizations still crave personal feedback. At Morning Star, employees receive
feedback from colleagues they made commitments to at the end of each year. At
AES;, it was common for close colleagues to meet for dinner at one of their homes
once a year, where they would share their self-assessments, and the others would add
their observations. Buurtzorg expects its teams to provide feedback to each other
once a year in whatever format they find appropriate. In none of these cases does a

boss pass judgment over subordinates.
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At ESBZ secondary school, there’s an interesting trust-building exercise. Every
Friday afternoon, the entire school gathers in the auditorium for an hour. They sing a
song together, and then there’s no further agenda. There’s a microphone on stage,
which can be used to thank or praise someone, supported by a brief explanation or
story. Teachers and students take turns coming to the microphone if they wish to

speak.

At the Japanese internet company Ozvision, every employee can take an extra day
off, receive the equivalent of $200 in cash, and thank someone. It could be a
colleague, a family member, a friend, or another acquaintance. The only
requirement 1s that they share with the company who they thanked and why and

how the person reacted.
Development

Since there’s no HR function to dictate training programs, both freedom and
responsibility are significant for individuals and teams. A typical solution 1s for teams
to manage their own training budgets. Two types of training are generally offered:
one focuses on establishing and maintaining a self-managing organizational culture,
as mentioned earlier during onboarding, while the other is for individual
development. It’s common for internal enthusiasts to lead development training
sessions. Key topics are revisited regularly because they’ve realized that a single

training session 1s not enough.

Another noticeable difference in development programs is that employees have
access to tools that are typically reserved for managers in traditionally managed
organizations. For example, at Heiligenfeld hospital, teams have access to external
supervision led by experts, which they use an average of 2-4 times a year. At
Buurtzorg, every nurse 1s trained in a peer-coaching technique, allowing them to
provide support to one another. Anyone who has experienced coaching knows how
helpful it can be when facing challenges. RHD funds ten free coaching sessions for
every employee and/or their family members. No one 1s required to report on how

the coaching was used, nor do the topics need to be work-related.
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Compensation

Without a boss or HR department, salaries need to be determined differently. At
Gore and HolacracyOne, for example, employees evaluate those they work closely
with annually, and an algorithm is used to place employees into salary groups. This
way, more experienced and harder-working colleagues fall into higher income
brackets. At AES, under CEO Dennis Bakke, several departments experimented with
employees setting their own salaries through their consultation process, seeking input
from colleagues. The Brazilian company Semco has had a “self-service” salary-
setting system 1n place for years, as incredible as it may sound. Morning Star also has
a sophisticated system 1in this regard, which might be attributed to the tomato fumes.
Employees set their own salaries once a year in the form of a letter, considering the
commitments they’ve fulfilled or the higher-challenge roles they’ve taken on. The
letter 13 accompanied by data supporting their results and written feedback from
colleagues. Each location forms a compensation committee to review the letters,
either agreeing with the content or suggesting a higher/lower raise. The committee

does not make the final decision, but their opinions are usually taken into account.

Individual performance bonuses are not typical at these companies. They believe in
providing a fair salary, with daily motivation relying more on intrinsic drives. What’s
more common 1s profit-sharing or bonuses, which could be a percentage of the salary
uniformly distributed among everyone or even a fixed amount regardless of role or
salary. Unlike the typical practice at multinational companies (according to a 2011
CNN survey, the CEO of a Fortune 50 company earned, on average, 379 times the
median salary of their employees), the companies mentioned in this book strive to
narrow the gap between the highest and lowest incomes and provide monthly salaries
rather than hourly wages for manual workers. This doesn’t mean everyone earns the
same regardless of role, but the extreme disparities seen in some traditional
corporations are not regarded as justified, especially when all employees are

considered.
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When ‘I hings Don’t Go Well

Even in these innovative companies, there can be instances where someone abuses
the trust placed in them. For example, one day at FAVI, a drill went missing. Zobrist,
the company leader, posted a sign with the following message: “A drill has gone
missing. You know that, in principle, we should part ways even with someone who
steals a roll of toilet paper. I consider it pretty stupid, especially since we have never
denied anyone the chance to borrow a machine for the evening or the weekend.”

This simple statement was enough to prevent any further thefts within the company.

Naturally, there are also rare occasions when someone needs to be encouraged to
leave because they simply aren’t doing their job properly, aren’t aligning with the
company’s values, or aren’t fitting into the self-managing structure. In such cases, 1t’s
more common for the employee to make the decision to leave on their own. At
Buurtzorg, if someone loses the trust of the team, they work together to find a
mutually acceptable solution. If that doesn’t work, they involve the regional coach or
an external mediator. As a last resort, the founder may be called in to mediate, and
only 1f no agreement can be reached will they initiate a unilateral termination.
Morning Star follows a very similar process, with the interesting difference that the
initiative comes from an individual rather than the team. According to the conflict
resolution process described earlier, any employee can ask a colleague to leave i they
consistently fail to meet their commitments or if their behavior is grossly at odds with

the company’s values.

This approach highlights the importance of mutual trust and responsibility in these
self-managing environments. Even when things go wrong, the focus remains on
finding a fair and constructive solution rather than resorting to punitive measures.
This ensures that the organizational culture remains strong and that employees feel

empowered to take ownership of their work and their interactions with colleagues.
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Part 111.



First-Hand Experiences

Life has brought me the opportunity to accumulate personal experiences in self-
managing teams across three different areas in recent years: within our own
businesses, with a recurring client company, and at my children's school. In this

chapter, I'll share insights from the first of these.

Since 2013, we’ve been working closely with my colleagues from the Act2Manage
team, after a few years of mutual courtship. We deliver change management and
leadership development programs, and we also develop mobile applications. Our
team consists of business partners, senior consultants and junior colleagues. The
more experienced team members are all involved in other businesses as well. It would
be ridiculous for us to formalize our roles in job descriptions, so a few basic principles
guide who does what. The most important principle is to play to each team
member's strengths — meaning not only what they are good at but also what they

enjoy doing.

For example, all speaking engagements go to my business partner, who 1s an excellent
presenter and thrives on it. Although I can also speak to large audiences and have
plenty of experience, I don’t enjoy it. In the past, I simply turned down these
flattering invitations; now, I direct them to him, and everyone ends up happy. On the
other hand, I handle creative writing tasks and product development, while complex
proposal writing falls to our third partner, who assembles documents at an
astonishing speed. When it comes to business development and client work, we also
consider who has the right experience and seniority for the task. None of us shy away
from rolling up our sleeves and doing the grunt work if that’s what’s needed quickly.
The tasks typically find their owners — often by the person most suited to the job
volunteering for it, but we also have no problem politely asking each other for help. It

helps tremendously that we are all well aware of each other’s true strengths.
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We don’t have a shared office, and no one has set working hours. We operate under
what’s known as a ROWE (Results Only Work Environment), meaning the focus is
on results, not on sitting at a desk for eight hours. Naturally, there is a mutual
expectation that what we promise to each other will be delivered by the agreed
deadline. For the most part, everyone sets their own deadlines, except when we need
to meet external ones. There is no micromanagement — just regular tracking of
progress, or we proactively inform each other when something is done. A less
experienced junior colleague 1s perfectly comfortable nudging me about a
commitment if the deadline 1s approaching or if their work depends on it. We are
entirely confident that no one will forget or shirk their responsibilities. Each of us has
our own system for keeping track of tasks, whether 1t’s a list or a task management

software.

Since colleagues do their work when it suits them, or when they’'ve arranged with
clients, it’s possible to integrate work and personal life, rather than the outdated
separation and balancing act. Someone might organize their personal life during the
day and do the work in the evening. Or they might do sports in the morning but
respond to emails or prepare materials early in the day. No one ever criticizes anyone

else for how they spend their time.

Although we don’t have an official “advisory process” for decision-making, everyone
uses their own judgment to seek out one or more colleagues’ opinions. They may
take that advice or not. We clearly state when we leave a decision to someone else. I
have never once seen anyone blame another person later for a decision. It’s
understood that not all of our decisions will work out; the key 1s to learn from them.
When it comes to significant decisions, we work until we find a solution that everyone
involved 1s comfortable with. In difficult cases, we always try to refer back to our core

values and key goals.

We regularly retreat in various configurations to informally review where we stand
and where we’re headed. We don’t plan years ahead, but we have a direction we’re
converging toward. We set goals for the next year, but we don’t have a concrete
revenue plan. We roughly align on more specific activity goals quarterly. We also find
it important to spend time together to get to know each other better. And yes, we

don’t want to separate friendship from work. We want to enjoy ourselves while
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working, and we like spending time together outside of work too. Of course,

everyone has their own circle of friends, so we don’t become overly enmeshed.

Disagreements are handled in a way I've never experienced elsewhere. We openly
express if we have a different opinion or if something doesn’t feel right to us. Then
we keep the conversation going until everyone fully understands each other’s thinking
— not just their position, but their thought process. What’s important to them in the
situation, what points they emphasize, what bothers them, where they feel something
is lacking. Eventually, we either find a solution that considers both perspectives, or
one of us decides it’s worth going with the other’s proposal in the grand scheme of
things. It’s never about egos clashing, but about discussing issues. It’s not about who’s
right. There’s no hidden agenda — we’re all in the same boat, and it’s in everyone’s
interest to reach our goals. How am I so sure of this? Because we’ve shared a lot of

wine and had a numerous conversations.

Leadership roles vary depending on the topic. In our work on the Act2Manage app,
one of my partners handles business development, the other partner leads the
software development projects and also 1s involved in the business side, while I
coordinate content. In-person delivery projects are generally managed by whoever is
the primary contact with the client. There 1sn’t a single omnipotent boss who makes

all the decisions and exercises power over others.

Junior colleagues work for a salary, while for the Senior Consultants, we use a fee-
sharing formula. The key i1s to operate within clear, transparent frameworks, and

regularly clarify mutual expectations and opportunities.

You might think this is only natural in the consulting world, but I have to say that the
corporate culture at large consulting firms couldn’t be more different. There, you’ll
find strict hierarchies, caste systems, ‘“up-or-out” practices, internal politics and
tactics, jealousy, heavily restricted and level-dependent information sharing, a culture
of fear, overwork, and burnout on every level. Of course, the higher you sit, the
thicker the envelope you get in exchange for every last drop of your blood that the

system sucks out.
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Management Innovation Locally

Self-managing teams are not only found in US or Western European companies
mentioned earlier but also In our country, particularly in the IT sector. To my
knowledge, product development work following the Scrum methodology is
conducted at several successful software companies, including LogMeln, Ustream

(later acquired by IBM), Prezi, and Shiwaforce.

However, I had the opportunity to closely observe the gradual transformation of
company culture at ingatlan.com, the absolute market leading classified real estate
advertising company in our market, over several years. We first met in 2012 when the
founder of this locally owned business approached me to see if we could collaborate
on leadership development. He had been following my blog and decided it would be
worth having a discussion. At that time, the company operated within a classic
departmental structure and was managed by a traditional leadership team. The
process of breaking down silos and organizing into self-managing teams was initiated
by the I'T director, independently of our leadership development initiative. My role
over the past decade was to support the development of individual leadership skills
through the annual six-month Deliberate Leadership program, involving team
leaders, senior developers, and talented colleagues identified as having leadership
potential. Even before the transformation, the company stood out from other local
firms and multinationals with its various HR practices. As a family-friendly company,
female employees could confidently go on maternity leave and were welcomed back
with open arms and flexible employment opportunities. They sought to mstill a
culture of empowerment, launched a “de-secreting” program, and established a
culture committee to consciously help articulate and implement corporate values in
daily practice. Even then, the company was clearly the market leader in its field and

operated successtully.
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In recent years, they have worked extensively to refine their processes continuously
and gradually find the ideal way of working. Product development takes place in self-
managing, multidisciplinary teams, which include a product owner representing
business interests, developers, designers, and testers. Based on the company's strategic
goals, they set half-year objectives and implement the steps to achieve them using the
Scrum methodology in two-week sprints. The teams determine the content of the
sprints and the final deadlines for tasks, and the team members jointly evaluate the
work completed. A Scrum Master assists in following the methodology. The support
departments also operate in a self-managing manner, setting and evaluating their
commitments, although there are still area-specific leaders. The achievement of halt-
year goals 1s reported to the entire company, and the product teams reorganize for
the next half-year, considering the company’s goals. Employees can indicate which
team they would most like to work in, and this 1s taken into account during the
allocation, even 1if 1t’s not always possible to fully accommodate everyone's
preferences. The working schedule is truly flexible: employees decide when they
come to the office and when they leave. So, those who like to sleep late or need to
take care of something in the morning but don’t mind staying later can come 1n at
noon if they wish. They can also work from home if they prefer. Participation in the
daily stand-up meeting is not mandatory, though it is expected that anyone not
attending will send the necessary information in advance. The key 1s that the work
gets done. There 1s a strong sense of mutual trust. And then there are the “goodies™:
from unlimited coffee and apple supplies and foosball and darts tournaments to
relaxation and baby-mama rooms, to the five days of paid leave after five years and

three months of paid leave after ten years.

What has the transition to self-managing operations brought? The achievement rate
of development goals has significantly improved, and the company has managed to
grow despite the crisis that has heavily impacted the real estate market. Moreover,

they are continuously acquirig companies in recent years.
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Self-Organization and Self-
Management in a School
Environment

In recent years, I have had the opportunity to experience self-organizing operations
firsthand as part of a community. My children attend a school run by a foundation,
where both the pedagogical work and the organizational approach are drastically
different from what 1s typically seen in public education. Parental mvolvement is
significantly more intense, and this is made clear during the admission process. Four
meetings were held before the application process to inform parents, where the
educational philosophy, teaching methods, and daily practices were explained. After
a personal interview, we made a mutual commitment, making a responsible decision.

I was curious to see what leadership insights I would gain from this experience.

Once the children are accepted into a new class, the process of building up the
parent team begins as early as the summer. The first step 1s to transform a
dilapidated classroom in a retro style housing estate school into a cozy, beautiful, and
inviting environment. Instead of complaining about why the local government or
anyone else 1sn’t dealing with this, we take matters into our own hands, wielding
paint rollers and laminate flooring. The task doesn't end with the renovation; it
includes crafting or acquiring various essentials, from the right type of boards to
various textiles and a number of small but practical furniture pieces and accessories.
The teacher shares what they would like, but there are no demands or orders. It then
becomes clear what the community can accomplish. Later on, tasks arise in two
ways: either related to the 5-6 major annual celebrations, initiated by the teachers, or
from spontaneous parent initiatives. In either case, volunteers quickly step forward
for simpler tasks, while for more numerous or complex ones, someone eventually
creates a paper list or a Google Docs spreadsheet where tasks can be adopted.
There’s no need for authority, demands, or pressure. Sometimes, when there's a lack

of expertise, time, or energy, the teacher might let go of the idea. In our case, for
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example, a parent with engineering experience mn construction immediately took
charge of coordinating the renovation, as there was a lot of work to do in the early
days of the school. However, in the first founding class, where there wasn’t such
expertise, this type of coordination fell to the foundation's leaders. I've observed
dozens of times how both smaller and larger tasks found their owners and how
different parents took the lead in various initiatives. There’s a parent in our group
who 1s even less technically inclined than I am. However, they contributed brilliantly
to the play performed annually by the parents of first graders for the school's

enjoyment.

Contributions to the community vary greatly, influenced by each person’s diverse
skills, experiences, and resources, as well as their available time, work flexibility,
family and financial circumstances, network, and, of course, motivation. What’s clear
is that there’s no need to fear anything because, even if I have no idea how to handle
something or am too busy, someone in the community will pick up the slack. If 1
have the time or expertise, I'll take on the task. The teacher is not a boss; they don’t
dictate but rather ask and advise. The leadership role 1s taken up by different
individuals depending on the topic. Does everyone contribute equally to the results?
Probably not. There are pillars of the community who carry more weight, and there
are walls who come to clean, handle a purchase, cook lunch for the workers, or bake

a cake for a festive gathering.

By the third year of the school's development, it was clear that with more than 150
people 1mvolved, including children, teachers, and parents, the early pioneering
leadership style of the first couple of years, where a handful of founders and teachers
managed the increasing complexity through sheer determination, was no longer
sufficient. We realized that the system was resource-constrained and needed more
structure, as well as an expansion of management capacity. I noticed that my skills
could be better utilized in areas other than technical tasks, where I could only be
trusted with painting walls or hauling materials. I started by writing articles for the
school’s website and gradually assembled a communications team from among the
parents, including a marketer, an internal communications expert, a photographer, a
graphic designer, and a programmer. We took over the management of the website

and social media channels from the founders and later handled the communication
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tasks for recruitment efforts. Gradually, other workgroups were formed, such as those
assisting the daily work of the teachers, evaluating organizational processes,
supporting legal and documentation tasks, preparing for the eventual move to a
dedicated building, and handling procurement tasks. The model was always the
same: one parent, who had knowledge, experience, and motivation in a particular
area, took the initiative and gathered others who were willing to get involved. Later, a

budgeting and financial management team was also founded.

These types of schools aren’t led hierarchically by a principal, though there 1s a need
for someone in this formal role. In more established institutions, the school 1s
governed by a triumvirate of teachers, the foundation, and parent representatives
who discuss future plans and practical operational issues. In our school, we reached
the point in the third year where a team was formed to prepare for parent
representation, whose proposal was accepted by the teachers and the foundation, so
we elected members. Starting from the fourth year, this structure commenced,
allowing the three main stakeholder groups (along with the children) to jointly discuss

Important matters.

Whether facing simple or daunting tasks, our common goal 1s to have our children
educated 1n this school based on a specific educational method — we didn’t choose
this alternative path by accident. This goal gives us all strength, and our discussions
aren’t about what we can’t do but rather about how we can get things done. The
school’s core value is freedom, best embodied in a voluntary, self-managing
operation. Can such a practice be sustainable in the long term? Well, the pedagogical
method has a history of over a hundred years, with more than 1,000 schools
operating in a self-managing form in 62 countries worldwide, 700 of which are in

Europe.

I’'m mostly aware of the operations from a parental perspective, but of course, the
teachers also enjoy a high degree of freedom in their educational work. The teaching
staff operates in a self-managing manner, striving for consensus-based decision-
making. This latter goal, of course, doesn’t shorten their working hours. In the
organizations mentioned earlier, consensus decision-making 1s not typical — at the
end of the consultation process, it is the individual or team involved that casts the

final vote on one of the options.
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So what should I do with all this?

Let me try to summarize the essence for you briefly. The main issue with traditional
management 1s the way it perceives people. Of course, there’s the empty rhetoric
that "people are the most important asset," but this rarely reflects in everyday

practice.

Organizational operations are largely based on the implicit belief that the smart and
talented people are at the top of the pyramid, the ones who come up with ideas and
can be trusted with important information. Down below are the "dummies" who
need to be told exactly what to do and how to do it. It’s important that they don’t
have to think for themselves, and they should only receive the minimum information
necessary for them to perform their tasks or be manipulated. All systems and
processes are built on the premise that subordinates can primarily be motivated with
money or other benefits, and otherwise should be kept in fear: if’ they don’t comply,
something will be taken away from them, they’ll miss out on something, or, in the
worst case, they’ll be fired. Employees and managers mutually see each other as fools
and assume the worst intentions of the other. In theory, there’s some HR bullshit
thrown 1n for consideration of human factors, but apart from a few exceptions, it’s
not taken seriously. Most employees are dissatisfied and unmotivated, with many
becoming burned out and disillusioned. And since everyone is someone’s
subordinate, the same phenomenon can be observed at the managerial levels —
except they suffer for more money and with more power. Managers, with few
exceptions, stand completely clueless about how to make people more enthusiastic
and committed. They complain that employees don’t take responsibility, blame each
other, don’t look for solutions, and lack initiative, proactivity, and creativity. Given the
perception of human nature that underpins the design and operation of
organizational structures and processes, there’s no chance that most people’s

behavior will shift in the desired direction. They aim at the lowest levels of human
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needs and don’t dare touch the intellectual and emotional capacities that people

bring to the workplace, whether organizations acknowledge it or not.

Humans have certain fundamental characteristics that traditional management
thinking completely ignores. One of these 1s our need for autonomy, specifically the
freedom to make decisions. A toddler doesn’t even need to know how to talk to want
to choose which teddy bear to sleep with or which shoes to wear. Not to mention
when. Or if at all. We need to recognize that people absolutely hate having their lives
constantly interfered with and having to jump whenever their boss says so. A
husband will happily do the dishes of his own accord if he sees his wife 1s tired, but
he won’t if’ she’s nagging and demanding. Just like women are generally happy to
take care of their families but hate it if' it’s compulsory and if someone else orders
them into the kitchen. Let them decide how they want to balance the important roles
in their lives! Hierarchy, status symbols, issuing orders backed by power, expecting
mindless compliance, and totally ignoring colleagues’ opinions will inevitably result
in unmotivated employees. If the pay is low, they’ll check out immediately; if it’s

higher, 1t’ll take a bit longer.

Another often overlooked human trait is the need for equality, hand in hand with a
sense of justice. This 1sn’t some socialist nonsense. Most people accept that the
talented or hardworking ones get ahead. Except for a small percentage of the
extremely envious, everyone sees 1t as normal that successtul athletes, businesspeople,
or artists are 1n a better financial or lifestyle position. What people do care about is
being treated as equals. No matter how successful or high-ranking someone 1s, they
should learn to say hello, treat others with respect, listen to their colleagues’ opinions,
argue with reason, and most importantly, not abuse their power. Don’t make your

colleagues feel like they’re just cogs in the machine while others are living like kings.

Any human being can truly be themselves, think, mobilize their intellectual energy;,
create, get enthusiastic, and take responsibility when they are trusted. How can you
tell if someone trusts you? They treat you like an adult and keep you informed about
everything important happening in the organization. They involve you in setting
goals. They listen to your opinion. They’re interested in your ideas. They give you
honest feedback. They clarify the boundaries within which you can make decisions

and take action. You have a real influence over your own work and the life of your
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team and company. As Parker Palmer says, the more you know about another
person’s life story, the less likely you are to hate them or be distrustful of them. The
formula 1s simple: talk to each other, share, and get to know each other. A couple of
honest questions about the other person’s life story might open the floodgates. You’ll
immediately understand people’s thoughts, feelings, and actions better when they’re

put in context.

The organizations mentioned in this book, which simply applied these insights,
known for over fifty years now, into practice, can inspire you in at least two ways. If
you're an owner or senior leader of a company, you can decide to make a bold move
toward a path that many others have successfully walked before you. Together with
your employees, you can dismantle the legacy of traditional management that’s
holding you back from working as a motivated, committed, and creative team. Here’s
a tip: it takes at least three years to carry out a culture change. If you don’t have the
opportunity to transform an entire organization, as a leader, you still have plenty of
room to give your team more freedom and self-direction. You can increase the
quality of information exchange within your team. You can involve colleagues more
in future planning and decision-making. You can delegate decisions. You can
minimize the visibility of status differences. You can develop your own process for
handling disagreements. You can listen more and more thoroughly to others, ask
more questions, and be less inclined to show off. You can initiate joint problem-
solving. You can create opportunities for the team to get to know each other better.
Or you can adopt anything else from this book that appeals to you — it’s ultimately
your decision. Naturally, you’ll need to consider the realities of your organization,

what’s feasible and what’s not.

You probably already sensed 1it, but now you know for sure that traditional
management gets exactly what 1t asks for. But you have the choice to take a different
path — you won’t regret it! You’ll notice a previously unseen level of motivation,

creativity, and responsibility in your team.
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Contact for the Future

I hope you've found this e-book helpful. Feel free to share the download links with

anyone who might benefit from it.

If you're a senior leader or HR director and would like the Act2Manage team to
assist with leadership development that truly result in behavioral change, please

reach out to us by email at: cservenvak.tamas(@menedzsmentor.com .

Act2Manage 1s a boutique firm specializing in enhancing employee engagement.
Our philosophy centers on critical thinking, and we continuously refine our solutions
with the latest insights from behavioral and neuroscience research to ensure
measurable results. Our mission is to offer proven solutions to Team Leaders and

Managers that help them achieve excellence and sustainable performance.

Visit our website at: https://act?manage.cu
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