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What  A Single Change In Belief Can Do 8

We are continuing in this chapter to show how an erro-
neous or unworkable belief can damage an otherwise

viable situation. We will use the subject of business manage-
ment as a context.

For decades, even centuries, the stereotype of the leader
has been one of a dynamic “in charge” type person (typi-
cally a male) standing at the top of his organization—issuing
orders, making decisions, allocating the resources under his
command to accomplish his objectives.

This stereotype seems to have its roots in
earlier centuries, when the strong leaders
were kings or military commanders and
later, industrial czars who ruled by fiat
and wielded almost life-and-death pow-
ers. Even today, managerial leadership
is often thought of as the manager
being a monarch, lord of his or
her domain.

There may be a better way to
manage—one more attuned
to today’s organizations and
their challenges.

What A
Single Change
in Belief
Can Do
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THE ORGANIZATION
is a hierarchy of set levels of
control and a rigid chain of
command. Secondary
levels of command usually
deal only with tactical
choices, not strategic
decisions.

THE LEADER

THE CHAIN OF
COMMAND

The principal things passed
down the command structure
are DECISIONS from the
manager. Choices are made
at the higher levels of the
pyramid, not at the bottom.

LEVELS OF CONTROL

The ENVIRONMENT or
CONTEXT for management
remains stable and
predictable—tomorrow will be
like yesterday. The SOLDIERS on the battle

line are expected to be obedient
and consistent in carrying out
orders.

THE LEADER directs the organization,
often in response to his or her personal
needs.

LEADING THE TYPICAL ORGANIZATION
Everyone is familiar with the historically-based management
structure that has long functioned in many of our organiza-
tions—the strong decision-maker at the top, with a pyramidal
structure placed under the executive:

THE FOLLOWERS, EMPLOYEES,
MEMBERS OR CITIZENS
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MANAGER AS MONARCH
The Manager as Monarch concept describes many kinds
of organizations—not just kingdoms or armies or businesses,
but also unions, government agencies, churches, even
families. In fact, to most people, this model is the only way
an entity should be structured; any other organizational
model is seen as weak, chaotic, or ineffective.

AND THAT SUPPOSITION IS TRUE, SOMETIMES
In a STABLE environment, a rigid pyramidal structure can
survive and often thrive, with its high degree of centralized
control and clearly-established lines of authority and commu-
nication.

Throughout history, the pyramidal organization has often
been highly successful. Some examples:

•  The authoritarian family provided economic security and
social continuity, and established set role models for
each succeeding generation. The father was the mon-
arch, handing down edicts and decisions to the wife, who
acted as the husband’s lieutenant, implementing his
decisions in the family.

•  In the 19th century, the institutions of British government
ruled a worldwide empire where all officials knew their
place and carried out the wishes of the crown passed
down a rigid chain of command.

•  Ford Motor Company became the preeminent American
automobile manufacturer in the early 1900s through a
rigid pyramidal organization with the autocratic Henry
Ford at its apex.

•  In World War II, the Allied pyramidal structure was effec-
tively used to marshal economic and human resources
to achieve victory over formidable opponents.

The
Typical

Organization

A pyramidal organization works
well in a stable environment.

A Stable, Predictable
Environment

The
Typical

Organization

WHAT IF THIS BELIEF IS FLAWED?
But there’s a weakness in the traditional pyramidal or-
ganization: its very success creates a tendency to think that
the successful strategies of the past will also work in the
future. But what if that future is vastly different than anything
faced in the past?
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FACING A DIFFERENT FUTURE
In the past, tomorrow was predictable—change occurred
slowly, with time for adjustments and course corrections
when needed. But now we are in the midst of a period of
accelerating change, with events and trends coming at us so
rapidly, our understanding of them often is obsolete even
before we grasp their meaning.

THE LEADER will become fearful,
because he isn’t getting the response
he expected. He tightens the screws,
increases control, stresses tradition,
and issues new rules and regulations to
deal with the changes.

The main thing passed
down the chain of
command are ever more
AUTOCRATIC
DECISIONS.

THE ORGANIZATION,
sensing its loss of authority,
attempts to increase its
control. Fear permeates all
levels of command. Some
try to pretend everything is
like it was. Contradictory
information from the front
line is avoided and its
bearers punished.

THE ENVIRONMENT, or
CONTEXT, is in a state of
increasing flux, threatening the
status quo.

THE SOLDIERS on the front
lines feel the changes first, but
must respond according to the
rules, and they suffer
accordingly.

How does the typical
pyramidal organization
fare in a changing or
unpredictable situation?
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Scared by change—the lack of predictability, the lack of the
usual responses—the monarch manager tries desperately to
preserve the status quo. He may increase the emphasis on
rules and conformity, or he may develop a façade of
change—becoming a “benevolent king,” for example—but
the old mindset remains.

In an unstable environment, the
one-time assets of centralized
control may become liabilities
that can destroy or damage an
organization.

•  The traditional American education system, with rigid
administrative hierarchies and equally-rigid classroom
organization, curriculum, and instructional methods, is
based on educational ideas that originated more than 300
years ago in Germany. In the gradually-evolving society
of the past, this system and its refinements have pro-
vided ever-larger numbers of students with a superior
education. But today, faced with accelerating societal and
vocational changes, the old system is beginning to falter.
Achievement test scores are low, facts taught in some
disciplines are obsolete before students graduate from
college, parents wonder why their kids aren’t learning,
taxpayers increasingly resist footing the bill. And the
educators maintain that all that is needed is better pay
and a return to “the basics”—a strategy of entrench and
demand.

NEW SITUATIONS CALL FOR CHANGE
In an UNSTABLE environment—economically, politically,
or socially—a manager will not have a high degree of
control in the organization unless he possesses extraordi-
nary charisma and people skills. Usually, increasing central
control in a turbulent environment causes inflexibility and
hastens collapse.

In an unstable environment the organization that dogmati-
cally follows set rules, procedures and centralized control
is setting itself up for confusion, conflict and disaster.

•  Generals have historically prepared to fight the previ-
ous war. In 1939, Poland’s horse-mounted cavalry was
crushed by the blitzkrieg of Hitler’s Panzer tanks. During
the early days of the Civil War, advancing lines of
Southern foot soldiers with low-muzzle-power flintlock
muskets were literally slaughtered by the new high-
powered rifles used by the Northern troops. In these
and other cases, the old order of battle didn’t work in
the more dangerous new context.
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The monarch manager under siege can be expected to
respond with the approaches that worked in the past. When
they don’t work, fear and avoidance dominate the organiza-
tion. In extreme cases, such as Hitler’s Germany, the mon-
arch may even destroy the kingdom rather than step down.

A FRUSTRATING SITUATION
A few years ago I was hired as an executive in a company
that had a classic monarch manager as its C.O.O., who I’ll
call Joe. Joe used his position in the company to show-
case his importance. His management skills were not
what you would call top-notch, but he insisted  that virtually
every decision  be either made or approved by him. This
created a bottleneck of micromanagement that slowed down
productivity and crushed morale.

Joe acted like a tyrannical dictator. Everyone had to cow-tow
to his every whim. For example, he demanded that em-
ployees answer his e-mails immediately but was very lax
in responding to e-mails himself. He made people wait for
hours for scheduled meetings while he leisurely ate lunch
or chatted with the CEO.

Joe used intimidation and denigration as a management tool.
He constantly put down employees behind their backs, and
even to their faces. He fired people who contradicted him or
didn’t show him the proper amount of adulation. He didn’t
allow anyone to contact the CEO directly–all communica-
tion had to go through Joe. He even forbade the employ-
ees from speaking to anyone who had left the company.
(I’m serious! Every employee had to sign an agreement to
not communicate with fired workers or risk losing their
job.) Joe was fanatical about controlling everyone’s per-
ception of him.

It became clear to me in the short time I was with the com-
pany that Joe was getting an emotional fix of power and
control from his position. The problem was, the company
was in a high-tech industry and needed to constantly keep
ahead of technology or lose its market share. Joe refused
to consider updating the company’s product line, even
though he was warned that things were changing. After all,
he was getting his needs met–why rock the boat?

Barbara’s recent experience.
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THE LEADER teaches
others the basic principles
and concepts they must
understand in order to
make correct decisions on
their own. Overall
organizational
performance and
adaptability are an
obsession. The leader
sees diversity in opinion
as a strength.

THE ORGANIZATION
values performance over form,
with long-term productivity
valued over short-term. It can
adapt to changing
environments. There are few
levels of command, more
networking and informal links
between people.

The principal leadership
activity is TEACHING,
with the goal of
EMPOWERING, testing
and fitting employees for
performance and
adaptability. The most important
thing taught is how to make
decisions.

EMPLOYEES feel that they are
PEERS, not subordinates.

THE
ENVIRONMENT
we can expect in
the foreseeable
future is one of
constant flux, with
both dangers and
opportunities.

CREATING AN ADAPTIVE ORGANIZATION
There’s another kind of manager, one still concerned with the
performance of his or her people and accomplishing the
goals of the organization. But this kind of manager is a
teacher seeking to empower people to take control of their
individual work contexts. The goal of the manager-as-
teacher is to make subordinates at least as competent as
he or she is. Rather than seeing workers as potential
rivals, this manager sees them as colleagues.
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This management approach contains a seeming dichot-
omy—the best way to maintain control in an unstable envi-
ronment is to give it away. And control can be delegated in
such a situation only if the subordinate’s competence ap-
proaches or exceeds that of the delegator. There just isn’t
time in an unstable situation to go back up the chain of
command for tactical decisions.

An organization is like all other living things—in times of
stress and change it must adapt to its new environment, or
die. The more rapid the change, the more adaptable the
organization or organism must be in order to survive.

ADAPTABILITY IS CRUCIAL
In an unstable environment, the organization that best
empowers its people to adapt to dramatic changes in-
creases its chances of survival. So managed, the organi-
zation may even thrive.

Perhaps the most critical skill for everyone in the organiza-
tion is the ability to make correct decisions. This involves
being able to read the patterns in a situation, identify the
principles or processes at work, and make the choices that
will advance the organization’s interests and objectives. The
ultimate objective would be to have all persons in the organi-
zation capable of making correct decisions in any situation
for which they have responsibility.

“Coaching is face-to-face
leadership that pulls together
people with diverse
backgrounds, talents,
experiences and interests,
encourages them to step up
to responsibility and
continued achievements, and
treats them as full-scale
partners and contributors.”

—Tom Peters, in A Passion for
Excellence

In a changing context, the
adaptive organization—with a
manager as an empowering
teacher—can adapt and grow.

Some examples:
•  With Syrian MIGs less than five minutes from cities in

Israel, an Israeli fighter pilot is trained to make his own
decisions regarding enemy intentions, and has command
authority to initiate appropriate responses.

• John Wooden, the legendary coach at UCLA who won
more NCAA basketball championships than anyone else,
was distinctly unlike most coaches during a game. Rather
than shouting and trying to command his team from the
sidelines, he was a picture of almost detached calm. The
secret? Wooden drilled his players in the basic principles
of the game and taught them to make their own deci-
sions on the floor. When the game was on, he largely left
the playing of the game to them, with impressive results.

•  A successful political campaign manager reported the
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MONARCH:
Form, rules, and predictability
dominate.
Emphasizes facts. Ego at stake.
Looks to the past and tradition.
Inflexible and immovable.

TEACHER:
Results and adaptation

dominate.
Emphasizes principles. Ego is

put on the shelf
Looks to future as well as

lessons from past.
Adapting and movable.

secret of his success this way: “We moved quickly to
form our team and made sure our team members were
familiar with the larger campaign strategy, not just their
particular job. With training and trust, we were off and
running at a time when our opponents were still thinking
about what to do.”

An unstable environment
appears to be inevitable for all.

THE CHOICE: MONARCH OR TEACHER
Since all organizations—military, social, religious or busi-
ness—are inevitably marching into the same unstable future,
we may in the end have no choice. As Abraham Lincoln said
at the outset of the Civil War: “The dogmas of the past are
inadequate for the stormy present and future. As our circum-
stances are new, we must think anew, and act anew.”

If institutions are faced with the choice to adapt or die,
new managerial strategies must be found that make adapt-
ability possible. Much of the present focus on excellence is
aimed at identifying what the currently successful compa-
nies are doing in an increasingly-challenging business
environment. Making the shift in thinking from Manager as
Monarch to Manager as Teacher is an important kind of
new strategic thinking needed in many contexts.

Today, the few managers who are real teachers are con-
spicuous by their uniqueness. In the near future, such
managers will be in the majority. Increasing the number and
influence of such managers may be the critical factor in the
future of our businesses, government, and other institu-
tions.

Today’s manager must be a teacher, and must empower
people so they can make and carry out decisions in the
organization’s interest. The stakes are high, and often
include the very survival of the organization.
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CHANGING BELIEFS IN OTHER SYSTEMS
What would happen in other contexts if a key belief
changed? Let’s take education, since we mentioned it
previously.

Currently, we have a monolithic K-12 public school system
with one provider–the government. The belief is that we
can raise good citizens with a respect for democracy and
the power of diversity–from a closed system. Huh? What
would happen if that belief changed to: “There should be
many options for parents to educate their children”?

The educational system also has the belief–which can be
seen by its pay scale–that the most valuable position is
that of administrator. What would happen if that belief
lined up with its lip service that teachers are the most
important?

It’s interesting that the same people who are screaming
for options in healthcare are the same ones who are loyal
to a monopolistic, single-server educational system. They
wouldn’t dream of challenging the status quo of their
schools–as can be seen by school choice laws being
voted down in state after state. Someone is not examining
their thinking process.

Speaking of healthcare, what would happen if we had a
medical system that would give us information about how
good or bad a doctor really is–something that told us
about actual results, not just credentials? The belief is that
if a physician is board-certified, he or she is better than
others, but that isn’t necessarily the case.

On an individual level, what would happen if Walter
Wealth-Hunter let go of his belief that get-rich-quick
schemes are the answer to his money problems?  What if
he changed that belief to: “I’m going to get the training to
be a contributing member of society and provide a prod-
uct or service for a fair exchange”?

What a change that would be.

If parents were given viable
choices, the best schools would
survive and thrive, and the worst
would die a necessary death.

If patients could judge doctors
based on proven performance,
renumeration would be tied to
quality of care.

If Walter changed his belief, his
family and friends would never
again be subject to another
exercise in futility.


