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Preface

Liberation Management appears ten years, almost to the day,
after the publication of In Search of Excellence. Many readers of that book
claimed it vindicated American management practice (at a time when Japanese
approaches were the rage). I think that’s wrong. Search was an out-and-out
attack on the excesses of the “rational model” and the “business strategy
paradigm” that had come to dominate Western management thinking. What
it counseled instead was a return to first principles: attention to customers
(“close to the customer’), an abiding concern for people (“productivity
through people™), and the celebration of trial and error (““a bias for action”).

But whether or not Bob Waterman and I were on management’s case or
on its side, there are more important fish to fry. To wit, an enormous error that
resided between the lines: While Search condemned the excesses of dispassion-
ate “modern management practice,” it nonetheless celebrated big manufactur-
ing businesses. With the exaltation of IBM and more than one nod to GM, we
implicitly endorsed the humongous American technocratic enterprise in gen-
eral—the institutions that economist John Kenneth Galbraith and business
historian Alfred Chandler had not so long before declared almost perfect
instruments for achieving America’s economic manifest destiny. Make no
mistake, Bob Waterman and I, who came of age 1n the ’50s and ’60s, were
Galbraith and Chandler’s offspring!

Five years later I declared that “there are no excellent companies” (Thriv-
ing on Chaos, first page of text), and suggested—as others had pointedly
suggested to me—that time, and quite a short time at that, had not treated
some of Search’s almost perfect instruments very well. So in 1987, chastened,
I proposed flexibility as the watchword for the *90s.

I'll give myself a nanosecond pat on the back. It was a start. But the road
left untraveled was much longer and more serpentine than I had imagined.
Though the word “revolution” (Handbook for a Management Revolution)
appeared in the subtitle of Thriving on Chaos, in retrospect I don’t think it was
a revolutionary book. (Many readers did. Everything, of course, must be seen
in context: The modest close-to-the-customer plea of In Search of Excellence
Was perceived as “revolutionary” in 1982.) I hope Liberation Management is
revolutionary.
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The new definition of revolution? In the introductory section of this book,
titled “Necessary Disorganizaﬁbn,” we’ll meet Percy Barnevik, who, upon
merging Asea (Sweden) with Brown Boveri (Switzerland) to create ABB Asea
Brown Boveri, quickly cut the latter’s corporate staff from 4,000 to 200 (he’d
done the same thing at Asea a few years earlier). Could 38 of every 40
“staffers” really have been excess baggage? Yup!

“Organization structure” comes first in this book, customers last. And
that is quite a switch from In Search of Excellence, A Passion for Excellence,
and Thriving on Chaos (“structure” issues accounted for about 2 percent of
those books, but take up over 50 percent of this one). Does that mean custom-
ers have slipped off my radar screen?

Hardly. The close-to-the-customer message was right-on as far as it went.
Still, I need to offer a mea culpa: If you’ve done all the close-to-the-customer
things that I begged you to do in my first three books (“to-do” lists that,
combined, contain hundreds of items), I’'m not sure you’ll be any “closer” five
years from now than you are today. Not, that is, unless, like Barnevik, you
have also demolished the corporate superstructure. Not unless, like former
Union Pacific Railroad chief Mike Walsh (Chapter 7), you’ve torn a 30,000-
person organization apart—fast (Walsh did it in about 100 days). The fact is,
that earlier message was the cart put miles before the horse—the horse being
the enormous structural impedance that made a mockery of the most pro-
found close-to-the-customer “culture change” efforts undertaken by nine out
of ten progressive companies in the 1980s. So, do what these bold souls have
done first—and then get on with all that “close-to-the-customer stuff.”

Get on with it, yes . . . and no. Because there’s a sense in which, now, 1
would counsel not listening to customers at times, and therein lies the real
revolution. This book is animated by a single word: fashion. Life cycles of
computers and microprocessors have shrunk from years to months. Some 300
new grocery and drugstore products grace the shelves of American retailers
each week. Even the materials and chemicals and pharmaceutical industries
have gone high-fashion—with a rash of “products” spewing forth, each aimed
at customers’ ever-shifting, ever narrower-gauge needs.

All this means that we must engage far more intimately with customers
(and large numbers of other temporary “network” partners) than I had imdg-
ined 10 years ago—‘‘symbiosis™ is the preferred word, a word you’ll see again
and again in these pages. That’s one form of more than “close to” the cus-
tomer. But to stand out from the crowd also calls for communing with your
own muse and that of quirky partners from around the globe to create startling
products and services which respond to needs customers hadn’t dreamed they
had (and which are completely impermeable to even the cleverest “market
research™).

The idea of fashion, as we’ll soon see, unnerves traditional managers. It
demands liberation, everyone exhibiting flair and bravura, pursuing breath-
taking failure as assiduously as success. We're all in Milan’s haute couture
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business and Hollywood’s movie business (thus organizations such as CNN
are prominently featured in this book, intended as exemplars for the likes of
Du Pont or GM).

Fashion also connotes liberation in another sense. To offer a barrage of
customized solutions to fleeting customer problems requires quick-change
artistry within our product lines, and calls forth the pirate and the gambler in
us all. It cries out for the wholesale exercise of the human imagination. In
short, as the service sector grows and the service component of manufacturing
comes to dominate, every one of us is in the “brainware business.”

Among others, Liberation Management is dedicated to Tom Strange and
Joe Tilli. They are a pair of “line workers” in heavy manufacturing, and
Teamsters to boot. But they are something else. Their employer, the high-tech
hose maker Titeflex (Chapter 5), has cut order-cycle time from about 10 weeks
to a couple of days by busting a 500-person business into a half-dozen-or-so
80-person bits and, like ABB, decimating the central staff ranks. The ultimate
expression of the new Titeflex is its Rapid Deployment Team—that is, Strange
and Tilli. They can turn out a crash job for, say, Boeing or GE, from customer
query to loading dock, in three to four hours. Tom and Joe may hoist a hose
or two along the way, but the truth is that they’re adding value through
“brainware.” As I see it, they’re not much—any?—different from the McKin-
sey & Co. consulting teams I was part of 15 years ago. They’re not really two
“pairs of hands”; they are, instead, a full-blown professional service delivery
team!

Strange and Tilli are, in a way, our new paradigm, model, metaphor (lots
more on metaphors to come—carnivals, spiderwebs, etc.). They are liberated
as hell ( Liberation Management) by old standards, including those of Thriving
on Chaos, and also part of a company that by yesterday’s lights is highly
disorganized (Necessary Disorganization for the Nanosecond Nineties). They
are brainworkers as much as Microsoft’s programmers, and as independent
and wholly responsible/accountable as EDS’s 5,000 or so teams of 10 in the
information-systems business (Chapter 2).

Brain-based companies have an ethereal character compared to yester-
day’s (1982’s!) outfits, and that’s putting it mildly. Time clocks certainly have
no place. And headquarters intrusions had best be rare. Strange and Tilli—like
their counterparts at Microsoft, EDS, CNN, and my teammates in developing
this book at Knopf/Random House—will go where they have to go to add
value and do what they have to do to get the job done quickly. Barking orders
is out. Curiosity, initiative, and the exercise of imagination are in.

For a quarter of a century I've hung my professional hat in Silicon Valley.
It’s arguably the most fertile 1,300 square miles in the world economy. It is also
a carnival. I've had all of my assumptions about “organization” ripped asun-
der as I’ve watched the Valley thrive. It has elbowed its way into the planet’s
consciousness, largely courtesy of failure after failure after failure (and, along
the way, many more than its fair share of successes—mostly by-products of the



xxiv / Preface
most exciting failure). It’s instructive to think about how Silicon Valley pulled
off its coup: It provides many people with a heavy dose of liberation, and, god
knows, it’s disorganized. By living in its midst, I’ve been forced to acknowl-
edge that it’s time to shed—make that shred—the old images. When I worked
on In Search of Excellence, from 1978 to 1982, my eyes still mostly turned
eastward (Detroit, etc.), toward yesterday’s big manufacturers. Now my gaze
has shifted, and that shift has allowed me to look at CNN, at Britain’s crazy
“imagineers” (of the ‘“marketing”—yow’ll see why it’s in quotes soon
enough—firm Imagination), and at a whole series of wild and woolly endeav-
ors that are now creating most of the economic value in developed economies.

Writing this book has been agony. I've finally shaken off the vestiges of 30
years of traditional thinking. And it has been ecstasy. I’ve allowed myself the
unalloyed pleasure of enjoying the mess of market economies, powered by
lunatics and dreamers, by failure far more than success. If this book lives up
to its title, and is as liberating for you to read as it was for me to write, then
I shall feel my labors to have been more than worthwhile.

Welcome aboard. I pray we have a bumpy ride in the pages ahead.

ToM PETERS
Palo Alto, California
October, 1992
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