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“If today were the
last day of my life, would I want to do what I am about to do
today? Whenever the answer has been “No” for too many days in a
row, I know I need to change something.”

– STEVE JOBS

PEOPLE ARE
TALKING


“Brilliant!”

–SARAH CHAUNCEY

“What am I thinking
after reading this?! I am thinking of a way to paper my office with
it. To distribute it to the people I work with, the management, my
friends, elementary school play dates from 25 years ago, and every
person I meet on the street. This is an incredibly relevant
idea.”

—TALIA HAYKIN

“Brilliant! Just
brilliant. Thanks for what is the best read (for me) this year so
far.”

—WILL TELANT

“Awesome! Love it!
I’m looking for a few “adults” right now!”

—TERRY TREXLER

“You have a
terrific mission and organizational culture and some solid wisdom
to share!”

—TODD KEMP

“I. love. this. The
title may scare you but read it anyway.”

—CONNIE WINCH

To my dear and patient
wife, Diane,

my stable
influence,

and our great
kids,

Grant, Laura and
Brie,

who all grew up in the
Participation Age
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 Preface

The Industrial
Revolution, wasn’t.

Only someone looking
back over three hundred years in one afternoon could have called
this a revolution. Revolutions take a few months to a few years,
but not three hundred years. Next to the Stone Age, Bronze Age, and
other ages, it looks like a quick revolution. But compared to
what’s going on today, it’s a snoozer. From 1700 to 1970, very
little of the change was rapid enough that people born in one
decade would be wondering what happened in the next one. In
contrast, the shelf life of many technologies today is less
predictable than that of a can of soup. So we’re going to call 1700
to 1970 what it actually was—the Industrial Age, and focus
specifically on the Factory System period of 1850 to 1970.

The Seven Core
Business Diseases of the Industrial Age

In Why Employees Are Always a Bad
Idea (WEAAABI), I describe the seven core business diseases
of the Industrial Age. These archaic business practices are still
central to the way most companies are run today. WEAAABI shows how we can move
away from these Industrial Age practices to embrace a new way of
doing business in the Participation Age. There are companies in
every industry that are already there, or moving quickly in that
direction.

In the Participation
Age, managers are replaced with leaders (and a lot fewer of them),
and employees are replaced with self-managed, self-motivated
Stakeholders. Promotions, titles, departmental fiefdoms, work
hours, vacation time, benefits, written policies, and even HR
departments are also going away, even for companies with 10,000
Stakeholders.

Industrialists Are not
Capitalists

In WEAAABI, I also describe why
the Industrialists of the 1800s, who gave us the business practices
we still use, were not Capitalists, how Industrialists are markedly
different than Capitalists, and why many present-day companies are
simply twenty-first century Industrialists masquerading as
Capitalists. People don’t hate Capitalists; they just think they
do. Their disdain is actually for twenty-first century
Industrialists pretending they are Capitalists. In WEAAABI we clarify the
difference and restore the good name of Capitalism; we return it to
its rightful spot as the engine of growth, progress, and economic
prosperity, where it has been for thousands of years.

A Tidal Wave of
Participation Age Companies

We built Crankset
Group in the Participation Age, rejecting the traditional business
practices still in use by most organizations. After a few years of
helping other companies do the same, I wanted to know who else was
thinking this way. In the process of researching this book, I
“discovered” greats like Marvin Weisbord, Douglas McGregor, W. L.
Gore, and Ricardo Semler (and his Brazilian company, Semco), and
even a book titled The Age of Participation by Patricia McLagan and
Christo Nel. I also found hundreds of companies in every industry,
both old and new, small and large, who were approaching business
the same way we were. It turns out the Participation Age is already
widely populated by those pioneers. It’s the privilege and
responsibility of these early adapters to work together to move the
rest of the business world out of the Industrial Age.

How to Read This
Book

The Introduction
describes a Participation Age company. Don’t skip it – it’s not a
throw-away Introduction, but a vital cornerstone to this book.

Part I first describes
the human carnage of the Industrial Age. Too much of our focus is
on the incredible technological advances of the Industrial Age,
without addressing the human toll we are still paying for having
built the Factory System the way we did. Those technological
advances of the Industrial Age are unassailable, but we believe
they came at a very dear cost to our humanity. Participation Age
companies have found a way to be even more successful while
embracing what Douglas McGregor calls The Human Side of Enterprise. Part
I also describes the seven core business diseases of the Industrial
Age, which were put in place to help the Industrialists build the
Factory System, at the expense of just about everyone else.

Part II tells the
stories of many companies who have left these archaic business
practices behind and embraced the Participation Age. Many of the
examples I use are from manufacturing and other traditional
industries, because those are the companies most likely to claim
that the Participation Age is only possible for newer service and
technology companies. Nothing could be farther from the truth. In
fact, the very best examples of companies that have left every
aspect of the Industrial Age behind make washing machines, meat
slicers, airplane parts, textiles, and groceries.

Part III gets
practical and in-the-trenches, and describes how to move from being
a manager to a leader, and how to hire Stakeholders you’ll never
have to manage. It concludes with a quick overview of other
business diseases of the Industrial Age that continue to plague too
many businesses today. Part III will encourage and challenge you to
build your career or company, on Participation Age practices that
go beyond the “Three S’s” of the Industrial Age.

Why the Stories on
Africa ?

One of the core
business diseases of the Industrial Age is Separation of Work and Play. The
Industrial Age taught us that work was for making money, and then
you went home to Make Meaning. We reject that premise and so does
human history. With the advent of the Participation Age, we can now
go back to a more normal relationship between work and life.

At the Crankset Group,
we do business and life without separation. Some of it happens to
occur in the U.S. and some of it, for me in particular, happens in
Africa, but it is all purposefully braided together throughout my
life, our company, and this book. As a result, in Why Employees Are Always a Bad
Idea, you will see that our intention to help solve poverty
in Africa is fully intertwined with what we do every day in our
Crankset Group business headquartered here in the U.S., even though
the two are thousands of miles apart and don’t have a thing to do
with each other in traditional business terms.

I trust you’ll find
meaning and direction for your own work, life, and business as I
share my integrated, unbalanced, abundance-minded life with you
through my experiences in Africa.

The Participation Age
is Now

The Participation Age
is not something that will happen in the future. It is all around
us and it is the present. The only remaining question is whether we
will leave the archaic business practices of the Industrial Age
behind us and become Stakeholders and true Capitalists in a
Participation Age world. Those who do will thrive, and those who
don’t will be left behind in a world that no longer needs or wants
the business practices of the Industrial Age.


Introduction

 Why Employees Are Always a Bad Idea (WEAAABI)
describes the seven
core business diseases of the Industrial Age, and what a
Participation Age company looks like when they reject these
business practices. Let me ask you to imagine that company with
me.

Imagine a company that
discarded everything it learned from the Industrial Age about how
to run a company. Imagine a company, of any size, without employees or
managers, with people simply known as Stakeholders. What if this
imaginary company didn’t have a single written policy and no HR
department, because they believe rules destroy creativity? What if it also
had no titles, no departments, no corporate ladder, no office
hours, unlimited vacation time, profit sharing for everyone, and
with all that, was still highly profitable?

Would you want to work
for that company, or maybe even build one like it yourself?
Why Employees Are
Always a Bad Idea is about these companies. The companies I just
described are already all around you, RIGHT NOW, in every industry, even in
manufacturing, with as few as a couple of Stakeholders or
more than 10,000. Some are new and others have been around for
decades. WEAAABI shares the stories of companies like Semco,
W. L. Gore, Whole Foods, TD Industries, Container Store, and many
others, and describes how each of them confronted the seven core
business diseases of the Industrial Age so they could move into a
new era we call the Participation Age, where people want to Make
Meaning, not just money.

The Industrial Age is
over. The
Dilbert comic strip should no longer be funny. Becoming a
Participation Age company is not optional.

Employees – a Business
Disease of the Industrial Age

The Industrial Age
gave us cool toys and a cushy life, but it also came with some
business diseases. One of the most rabid of the seven core business
diseases of the Industrial Age is the concept of an employee. It is
a very new idea in the history of man, and one that needs to go
away.

When machines took
over most production, they couldn’t run themselves, so the
Industrial Age recreated people in the image of machines because it
needed people to run the machines.

Employees Are
“Silent”

Over time, companies
made it clear they only wanted the productive part of the person to
show up. They required people to leave the human being (the messy
part) at home. As a result, the generation that entered the work
force at the very peak of the Industrial Age (1945-1960ish) was
given the worst generational label in history – The Silent
Generation. If you had a Silent as a parent, you learned to live life the way
your parent had been taught: “Be loyal to the company. Do what
you’re told. Show up early, leave late. Shut up, sit down, don’t
make waves, live invisibly, and go out quietly. The company will
take care of you, from cradle to grave.”

Employees Are
Children

This view of work (and
life) turned adults back into children. You were taught that the
most mature person was one who obediently took orders, did what
they were told, didn’t question authority, was blindly loyal to
those in charge, and lived passively as others directed their life.
Pretty much what we want a four-year-old to do.

In order to keep the
children from ruining the house, and to make them extensions of
machines, the Industrial Age herded people into company day care
centers, boxed them in with extremely clear and narrow limitations
on what they could do, the hours in which they could do them, and
endless limitations on being human and adult at work. It stripped
them of their need to ask, Why?, to create, and to solve problems, because
machines didn’t need them to ask, Why?, or to create, or to solve problems.
Machines just needed them to do.

Employees Are a
Disease, Not a Cure

We reject the business
culture of the Industrial Age as a bad idea that needs to be
corrected. Employees are one of those business diseases that should
be eradicated. Because of the Industrial Age, the word employee has become
synonymous with child. Many of the companies we profile can’t even
use the word anymore. They don’t want to hire children who need to
be told what to do and managed closely so that they don’t run into
the street.

Employees Are Replaced
by “Stakeholders”

Hundreds of
Participation Age companies like ours don’t hire employees, but
have replaced them with Stakeholders. Our Stakeholders are sold on the idea
of living well by doing good, and are not employees who punch
clocks. Stakeholders are first and foremost adults who can think,
take initiative, make decisions, carry responsibility, take
ownership, be creative, and solve problems. And we love it when
they ask the most human of questions, “Why?”

Stakeholders Are
Adults

Our Stakeholders are
all adults.
Employee is a four-letter word for Participation Age
companies. Adults don’t need someone to keep them from running into
the streets or ruining the carpets. Adults ask questions. They
don’t live passively, but are self-directed, creative, and solve
problems. They don’t expect the company or other adults to take
care of them. And the whole messy person comes to work, not just
the extension of the machine.

Stakeholders are
Owners

Ownership is the most
powerful motivator in business. Adults own stuff. Even if they
aren’t a stockholder and don’t physically own a piece of the
company, Stakeholders own their work as a natural part of being an
adult. And as Stakeholders, they receive profit sharing, just like
an owner should. They may not own the company, but Stakeholders in
all the Participation Age companies profiled own some of the fruit
of their labor.

Stakeholders Require
Leadership , not Adult Supervision

If you hire
Stakeholders (adults) instead of employees (children), it changes
the way you direct people. Crankset Group, as with others described
in chapter 12, don’t have office hours, vacation time, or personal
days. We’re not interested in whose car was in the parking lot
first or who left last. We believe office politics is a waste of
time, so no one will ever be promoted. Participation Age companies
provide leadership, not management, which is nothing more than
adult supervision.

Stakeholders Focus on
Work , not Promotion to the Next Title

Every adult who works
at Crankset Group has a title that includes the word Chief: Chief Results
Officer, Chief Connecting Officer, Chief Transformation Officer,
Chief Operations Officer, Chief Relationship Officer, Chief
Development Officer, Chief of MIH (Making It Happen).

We don’t have
supervisors or managers or directors or VPs – just Chiefs. None of
us will ever need to be promoted; we’re all already at the top.
We’ll just grow into more responsibilities as we become better at
things. As we do them, we will be recognized, and somebody might
change our title (there is no centralized title-giver). Each of us
makes more money by making a broader impact and contribution to the
business.

Stakeholders Are
Better Team Players

Participation Age
companies believe in working together as adults in Committed Community to
get results for each other and for our customers. We don’t have
loners, rugged individualists or people clawing their way to the
top by trampling others. Participation Age Stakeholders don’t
believe in zero-sum games. They live in a world of abundance and
believe what Zig Ziglar said: “You will get all you want in life if
you help enough other people get what they want.”

Stakeholders Are
Self-Motivated

Although our company
leases office space for training and also rents other spaces around
the city, none of us have an actual office there. Like many
Participation Age companies, we all work from our homes and from
places like breakfast joints and coffee shops. If it helps somebody
to get things done better, we’ll get them an office.

Stakeholders Make You
and Themselves More Money

In Why Employees Are Always a Bad
Idea, you’ll read why Participation Age companies in every
industry make so much more money than the average company. Our own
business grew 61 percent in 2010, 41 percent in 2011, 66 percent in
2012, and is projected to finish 2013 at 45 percent growth. Why?
Because we reject the widely used business practices of the
Industrial Age and embrace a Participation Age approach to
business. Every Stakeholder is an adult, taking responsibility,
creating, problem solving, making it happen, and taking ownership
of whatever needs to be done to bring our clients the best
experience and the most tangible results possible. And everyone is
a lot happier because they all work with adults who contribute and
pull their own weight.

In the Participation
Age, employees are always a bad idea. Stakeholders will replace
them.

Come join us in the
Participation Age.


Part I

 The Seven Core

Business Diseases of
The Industrial Age
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The Human Carnage
of the Industrial Age

 “There’s something
about the Industrial Age that’s epic and tragic.”

– CARLOS RUIZ ZAFON, best
selling author of The Shadow of the Wind

The call came at 8:30
p.m.

I was already deeper
into central Africa than when H. M. Stanley supposedly uttered that
famous line in 1871, “Livingstone, I presume,” to the man he had
tracked for two years. Livingston had been presumed dead until
Stanley presumed otherwise. I had friends who wondered the same
about me that day.

I had been invited to
come build businesses to help solve poverty. I lay on a small
rickety cot in my tiny mud-brick room in the middle of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, staring up at a ceiling I
couldn’t see in the darkness. The whole village was in bed, but I
was wide awake on my first night there. My unscheduled meeting with
the two local village chiefs had gone well that afternoon, but that
wasn’t why I was there.

It was sultry and
raining softly outside. I could hear the dripping on the tin roof
right above me, and I could feel the slightest breeze through the
open hole in the wall that passed for a window. The mosquito net
would be my friend for the night.

And it was deathly
black without electricity. The village generator had been on from
6:30 p.m., when it got dark, to 8:00 p.m. The overcast darkness
near the equator is so deep that even flashlights seemed
ineffective, their narrow column of light swallowed by the darkness
they attempted to describe. It made more sense just to go to bed
like everyone else.

I picked up my cell
phone as it buzzed at me and tapped “Answer.” Cell phones work
everywhere in Africa, except where I was about to go. I said hello,
and the voice of my Congolese friend on the other end said, “It’s
time to go.” He is a widely respected chief in the Congo and is the
only reason I could make the connection I was about to make. “What
do you mean, ‘it’s time to go’? Do you realize it’s 8:30 p.m. and
everyone is down for the night, including me?” He was in the United
States at the time, so I assumed he had momentarily forgotten the
nine-hour time difference.

“Yes, I know. The Big
Chief ’s contact just called and said the Big Chief wants you to
come now. You go when the Big Chief says to go. A motorcycle will
pick you up in a few minutes.”

“Chief, it’s raining
and it’s pitch black. There are no roads here, just mud. How far is
it to the Big Chief?”

“Not too far, probably
two hours.”

“Sitting on the back
of a motorcycle, driving in mud, at night, in the rain?” I was
tightening up fast.

“You must go when the
Big Chief says to go. This is very important. He would not ask you
to come now if it wasn’t the right time. Gather your things; the
motorcycle will be there right away.” Earlier that day I was told
by Pauli, the only local who spoke broken English, that only one
other man of European descent had been in this village in the last
two years, and the Chief had refused to let him come any closer or
to meet him. I felt honored, but very distracted by the unknown
journey ahead. As I quickly threw my things together, Pauli knocked
on my door. He had somehow heard I was leaving early, probably from
one of the motorcycle drivers via cell phone. I asked him how far
it was to the Big Chief ’s village. He assured me it was no more
than five hours. The timeline was going in the wrong direction.

A few minutes later,
we were churning, grinding, and bumping along deep into the bush at
5 to 30 mph, depending on the condition of the path. There were
four dirt bikes and eight people. A guy on the back of one of them
was wearing a suit and tie. I later learned he was called “The
Secretary” and was a trusted confidant of the Big Chief, along with
an elderly woman, Bernice, who was on the back of another bike. She
was also dressed to the nines in a long flowery dress. The Big
Chief governs six million people and owns land the size of all of
Colorado and half of Wyoming. You don’t go see him without putting
on your best clothes. All I had was dirty hiking pants and a polo
shirt. It would have to do.

There was no road. We
switched repeatedly from muddy paths to muddy gullies cut by
prolonged downpours, to mud-filled ditches, back to gullies, then
back to walking paths. Amazingly, I only fell off twice the whole
night, the driver just once.

We stopped in the
middle of the trail about three hours in. Bernice spoke some
English and I was using a little battery-operated translator to
talk to the others. She said one of the other bikes had a flat
tire. Forty-five minutes later, we were back on the trail. Two
hours later, we stopped again to patch the very same tire in the
very same place. It wouldn’t be the last time.

At 4:30 a.m., eight
hours after we left (not two, and not five), we pulled into the
Chief’s village of about eight hundred people. This village was off
the grid. There was no electricity, no running water, no
generator—no modern conveniences of any sort. Just thatched huts,
beautifully crafted and laid out, in a grid along wide dirt paths.
I learned later it was a “three- day walk” from the next village.
We were put right to bed, then were awakened abruptly at 7:30 a.m.
for a ceremonial breakfast.

The journey here from
Colorado had taken four days, three continents, five countries,
four airplanes, a jeep, and a dirt bike, with almost no sleep. I
met with the Chief for a few hours with Bernice translating in
broken phrases, then walked around the small village with Bernice
for a few hours to meet people. We came back to the Chief ’s
compound, signed some papers, took endless cell phone pictures, and
were done for the day. I was looking forward to finally getting a
full night of sleep. But Bernice walked up to me and casually said
we would be leaving in a half hour at 4:00 p.m., and that for
security reasons we would go out a different way that night than we
came in. Oh, and it would take ten hours this time, not eight.

I finally slept that
next night, then the next day I did the reverse trek out of Africa
back to Colorado. In seven days, I had barely slept a night and a
half, to visit someone I had never met, for just a few hours.

Why? Because as much
as the Industrial Age had tried to remanufacture me in the image of
its machines, I had escaped and made it into the Participation Age,
where people make both money and meaning, and where there isn’t a
separation between the two. We are able to do things like this
because we built a company that encouraged us to change the rules
of what it means to do business, a company built on business
practices of the Participation Age, to Make Meaning, not just
money.

Make Your Own Business
Rules

He who makes the
rules, wins, and I had learned, much later in life than I should
have, that I didn’t need to play by the rules of the Industrial
Age. I didn’t have to be loyal to the company. I didn’t have to
blindly do what I was told. I was a product of the Industrial Age,
but had escaped to Make Meaning in both my business and in Africa.
Millions more are doing the same, in a tidal wave of change leading
us into the Participation Age.

The Hallmark of the
Participation Age Is Sharing

In 2006, a couple of
us were flown out to Silicon Valley to accept an award given by Sun
Microsystems for branding, messaging, and design work. At this
internal conference of a few hundred Sun employees, Sun leaders and
outside consultants were talking about the new “Age,” called
The Participation
Age. Quite a few leaders and publications have used it since
as well, and I found it to be a compelling description for the age
in which we find ourselves. And as the leaders at that conference
said, “The hallmark of the Participation Age is SHARING.”

Make Meaning, not just
money.

Since that conference
in 2006, and before that for over a decade, we have seen the
organic and viral growth of a dizzying array of sharing systems,
from weekend software projects tackled by people all over the world
who don’t know each other, to bike sharing, car sharing, house
sharing, virtual assistants, coworking spaces, incubators, and the
cocreation of products and services by companies interacting
directly with their customers. Linux, an open-source, shared
software operating system, owned by no one, runs the fastest
computers in the world and tens of millions of cell phones.

Airbnb.com lets people
share their homes with people around the world. ZipCar.com,
Car2go.com, Getaround.com, RelayRides.com and others allow you to
share your car with people around your city. And other sharing
platforms encourage crowd funding, cocreating, innovating,
swapping, selling, and renting of everything imaginable to people
just about anywhere. None of this was conceivable forty years ago
as the Industrial Age was closing.

The development of Web
2.0 internet technologies was a big step forward because Web 2.0 is
based on sharing—the sharing of information, services, products,
knowledge, and opinions to the point that companies don’t even own
their brand anymore; those who participate in sharing what they
think about a company on the Internet are the real owners. Sharing
is the new and uncontrolled economy that is baffling the
twenty-first-century Industrialist.

But the sharing
economy is here to stay. As Emily Badger said in City 2.0: The Habitat of the Future
and How to Get There, “The open-source culture of the web
has taught us how to share, and made sharing a default of social
interaction.”1 Sharing is becoming so pervasive that
Shareable
Magazine was created to do nothing but track and report on
the sharing economy.2

The hallmark of the
Participation Age is SHARING.

Sharing in the
Participation Age shows up in many ways. United Airlines’ stock
value plunged US $180 million in a few days because Dave Carroll
wrote a song about how they broke his guitar and stuck it out on
YouTube. Before the Participation Age, United, and others similar
to them, regularly blew off one badly treated customer after
another, knowing they had a limited reach among their friends. But
now, in the Participation Age, one person’s shared view of the
world has a power that it never had before in history.

On the positive side,
we’ve also seen sharing create massive responses from all over the
world to a single person’s plight, and the proliferation of
crowd-sourcing and crowd-funding companies that help people in ways
they could have never imagined before such participation was
possible. Now we also regularly find vendors, suppliers, and people
to fix our sinks and buy our books based on websites that aggregate
the shared reviews of others.

The Participation Age
Has Changed the Way We Work

The Participation Age
has changed the way people relate to each other. But most
importantly, it is changing the way we relate to work, allowing us
to go back to a more natural relationship with work that was
dominant for thousands of years before the extremely short, unique,
and interruptive blip in history we call the Industrial Age.

Past generations who
grew up in the intimidating presence of the Industrial Age were
taught to react, respond, and at times even to contribute, but
never to participate and share. Today, the Participation Age
demands that we be proactive and creative, which is our basic human
nature. The Industrial Age did not want us being proactive and
creative; it wanted us to be extensions of machines, and loyal,
almost indentured servants to the company (via the golden handcuffs
of in-house retirement plans).

The Far -Reaching
Effects of the Industrial Age

The Industrial Age had
far-reaching effects because it was the most unique economic period
in human history. Before it, economic expansion was largely
nonexistent, and since then, economic expansion has slowed to a
crawl, with many proclaiming we will never see expansion like it
again. People who are addicted to Big (see the next chapter) love
to wax eloquent about “the great Industrialists” and the incredible
advances of society and nations as a result of the Industrial
Age.

But on a microscale,
where all of us normal people live, the biggest impact of the
Industrial Age was a Jekyll-and-Hyde experience – raising our
standard of living, while methodically stripping us of many of the
things that make us human; most importantly, our ability to create
and to participate in the world around us in real and meaningful
ways. At our core, we are not made to be extensions of machines, or
to find our personal validity in four decades of gutting it out
just so we can sit on a beach for a few years before we die. In
short, we are made to Make Meaning, not just money. The Industrial
Age ignored this. The Participation Age celebrates it.

Make Meaning , not
Just Money

In the Participation
Age, the trip I shared at the beginning of the chapter is a natural
extension of our business. Our company is not in the business of
solving poverty anywhere in any direct way. But we have recognized
that the best, most capitalistic way we can build and grow a
company with expanding revenue and a great bottom line is to build
a company where people can Make Meaning, not just money.

A Different View of
“Work”

This requires that we
treat everyone like creative adults who want to Make Meaning with
their whole lives, not just by holding down a job. This means a
different view of work. Each one of us has the privilege and
responsibility of making something more of our lives than is
convenient for the present, most common corporate structure, which
is still dominated by archaic, Industrial Age practices.

Make Room to Make
Meaning

In most companies
today, it would be inconvenient for me to run off to Africa because
some Chief called, or for someone to leave at 10:00 a.m. to watch a
school play, or take two days to accompany their young basketball
star to a tournament. Giant Corporation, Inc. has labels for that,
with special names like “personal time” and “vacation time,” so
that you know you’re getting a gift of time, and that you shouldn’t
get used to it. These are archaic Industrial Age constructs that
were invented to keep me on the assembly line as much as possible,
and make me feel indebted because I was getting “time off.”

Where did these kinds
of business practices originate? Are they normal and an inescapable
part of modern life, or are they throwbacks to a short period in
history that needs to be left behind?

The Industrial Age –
Great Toys. Bad Karma.

The toys that came
from the Industrial Age have improved our standard of living
exponentially, even if sometimes they haven’t actually improved our
lives. But the human carnage of the Industrial Age is the
unaddressed collateral damage of how we decided we would produce
those toys. The business practices we invented during that time had
a lot of built-in problems I call business diseases. They were put
in place as cures for problems faced by the Industrialists as they
created the Factory System in the 1800s, but they were actually the
diseases, not the cures. And they are still with us, infecting our
business world and holding us back from fully entering the
Participation Age.

The human carnage of
the Industrial Age is the unaddressed collateral damage of how we
decided we would produce those toys.

Dilbert Still Reigns
in the Front Office

It’s fascinating to
see the phenomenal change on the production side of business in the
last fifty years. The furnace, smokestack, and assembly line have
been replaced with clean suits, clean rooms, and nanotechnology.
The production side of the business has been revolutionized. But in
the front office, the Industrial Age Dilbert Society still
reigns.

Humor is most often
the intersection of two ideas that don’t belong together. If the
out-of-place idea is really old and was at some point tragic (but
not now), it’s even funnier. That is why Industrial Age management
practices used in today’s office situation are so funny.

Scott Adams, the
creator of the Dilbert comic strip, has a made a living off of
identifying the foibles of the ongoing presence of the Industrial
Age front office. It is still with us, long after we’ve dumped the
Factory System production floor. Through all the changes from 1970
forward that have regularly reshaped the way companies produce, the
front office is the Factory System gift that just keeps on giving.
The old saying “Much truth is said in jest” couldn’t apply more to
Dilbert. It’s been so funny and so timeless because it plays on
such a deep and wide-scale tragedy – the continuing human carnage
of the Industrial Age. The popularity of Dilbert is a sad indictment of our
failure to bring the front office forward into the Participation
Age.

Despite an unrelenting
parade of management fads, the structural and cultural landscape in
the front office looks largely like it did in 1960. And despite the
righteous jumping up and down of people like Douglas McGregor in
The Human Side of
Enterprise, Marvin Weisbord in Productive Workplaces Revisited,
and Michael Hammer and James Champy in Reengineering the Corporation,
along with many others like them, the overwhelming majority of
companies are still running their front offices on Factory System
values and constructs dragged forward out of the Industrial
Age.

Production Floor vs.
Office Floor

In some ways it’s easy
and simplistic to see why the production floor has progressed so
well while the Dilbert Society is still in full control of the
front office. The production floor is much more directly tied to
revenue, and when revenue is affected, companies respond
quickly.

Front-office folks
like me see a direct correlation between the product being made and
the effect it has on revenue. So, if the production changes and the
revenue flows again, we stop looking for problems that aren’t so
directly tied to the production. But the front office is more like
government – there is usually no clear and direct line of
profitability or loss from the business models we employ in the
front office. The path from the front office to its impact on
revenue gets murky. Lousy practices in the front office don’t get
exposed because we don’t trace our profitability directly back to
them. But the indirect cost will be enormous and life threatening
to businesses that don’t adapt to the new economy of the
Participation Age.

In short, Giant
Corporation, Inc., the most visible product of the Industrial Age,
has always been focused on the production floor itself – its
processes, its management, and its bottom line. It has resisted
changing leadership practices that don’t have a direct impact on
revenue. As a result, companies have done a bad job of seeing the
human carnage of focusing on production and ignoring the long-term
impact of archaic front-office practices that have changed very
little in decades. As long as those business practices allowed us
to be successful, there was little motivation to change them. But
while they allowed us to make great toys, what impact did they have
on the people running the factories? And how will they work going
forward in the Participation Age?

We trumpet the
successes of the Industrial Age, the quality and efficiency
processes we’ve built since, and all the mind-boggling advances it
has brought to our lives, but we never ask the producers, the
people who do the work, “How’d that work out for YOU?”

So let’s ask them,
“How’d that work out for you?” The answer coming out of the peak of
the Industrial Age is devastating.

The Factory System
Started It All

The Industrial Age
began in the early 1700s, with its roots back as far as the 1600s.
For the purposes of this book, we’ll focus on the establishment and
dominance of the Factory System, the source of today’s business
culture, circa 1784-1970, and really only from 1850 on, since the
system was not dominant until then.

The 120-year dominance
of the Factory System (1850-1970) replaced hand manufacturing in
homes and workshops with machine-based production. For the first
time in history, this required people to regularly leave their
homes and go to work at a centralized factory location to perform
work. The Factory System changed every aspect of business and
aspects of home life that had been in place for thousands of
years.

By the 1880s,
industrial production exceeded what the economy could absorb. For
the first time in history, this degraded the value of an
individual’s work. Prior to the Factory System and for thousands of
years, the home and workshop system had always assured that
productive work was a virtue that was always rewarded, and excess
goods were not a problem. But now that the factories could produce
more than the nation needed, hard work and productivity no longer
led to an assurance of prosperity, which devalued work in ways we
had never seen.3

The peak of the
120-year dominance of the Factory System came after World War II,
from 1945 to 1965, when a few hundred years of Industrial Age
momentum converged with the end of the war and the beginning of an
era of optimism. In less than a century of building an economy
based on the Factory System, the United States was basking in the
glory days of the Industrial Age. The system encouraged everyone to
GO to work from 8:00 a.m.-5:00 p.m., with the promise that the
system would take care of them and their families from the cradle
through retirement to the grave.

The generation born
between 1925 and 1945 were the beneficiaries of this Industrial Age
peak. They entered the work force from 1945 to 1965. The boys came
home from World War II to a booming economy built on the backs of a
Factory System engine built one hundred years before and fine-tuned
during the war.

As a result, the
suburbs exploded with cute little Cape Cod houses and white picket
fences, occupied by two parents, 3.8 kids, and a dog. All the dads
left in unison for their offices at 7:30 a.m. in their shiny, new,
and very large Fords, while the moms stayed home and got the kids
off to school and made curtains. Then all the dads got home at 6:00
p.m. to wives with not a hair out of place, dinner on the table,
and 3.8 perfect and heavily scrubbed children.

The TV shows
Ozzie and Harriet,
My Three Sons, and Leave It to Beaver were idyllic pictures
of what the Industrial Age held for all who fell in line. The peak
of the Industrial Age was an amazing time in many ways. The economy
was expanding at record rates, and the future looked bright for
everyone.

As a result, everybody
wanted to work for “Giant Corporation, Inc.,” because that’s where
you were most likely to find the American dream. The giant
industrialists of the 1800s like Vanderbilt, Rockefeller, Carnegie,
Mellon, and J.P. Morgan had designed a system that would take care
of you from cradle to grave, as long as you didn’t question the
system and did what you were told.

Nobody argues with the
incredible advances in products, services, and lifestyle that
converged to make 1945-1965 an amazing period. The Factory System
was an amazing advancement. But what effect did it have on the
generation that entered the workforce during that twenty-year span
that was the peak of that system? How did the very heights of the
Industrial Age, from 1945 to 1965, work out for them? The label
given them by generational scholars paints a haunting picture.

The Lucky Few,
or…?

If you look first at
it from the Industrialist’s side of the equation, the plight of
this generation doesn’t look so bad. Elwood Carlson wrote that
those born between 1929 and 1945 who entered the workforce after
World War II from 1945-1965 should be called “The Lucky Few.” They
came on the scene at the peak of The Human Carnage of the
Industrial Age 11 industrial age and were showered with
itsbenefits. He says the Lucky Few had the Ozzie and Harriet life. They
were:

The luckiest
generation of Americans ever. As children, they experienced the
most stable intact parental families in the nation’s history. Lucky
Few women married earlier than any other generation of the century
and helped give birth to the Baby Boom, yet also gained in
education compared to earlier generations. Lucky Few men made the
greatest gains of the century in schooling, earned veterans
benefits like the Greatest Generation, but served mostly in
peacetime with only a fraction of the casualties, came closest to
full employment, and spearheaded the trend toward earlier
retirement. More than any other generation, Lucky Few men advanced
into professional and white-collar jobs while Lucky Few women
concentrated in the clerical ‘pink-collar’ ghetto.

In their young
adulthood, they went to work and got promoted like crazy. The Lucky
Few had a much smoother and more prosperous transition to
adulthood. . . . The transition to adulthood was early, fast, and
easy.4

Carlson also writes
that the Lucky Few were also the only generation to benefit fully
from the security of corporate retirement plans. Many of those who
followed have been bitterly disappointed by retirement plans that
evaporated in bankruptcies and acquisitions.

“Why Are You?”

The Lucky Few received
all the benefits promised by the Factory System. But the Factory
System was careful not to promise them a few things, like the
ability to express their creativity, to think, to be fully human,
and to ask the most human of questions, “Why?” It did not promise
them that they could Make Meaning, only that they could make
money.

Living a personal life
of meaning was not part of the Factory System plan. You were to get
your significance through the company. In the 1950s, it was the
company’s job to become significant, and your job to make it
happen. The legacy of finding our significance through our job is
so engrained that today, when we meet someone, the first question
is always, “What’s your name?” and the second is always, “What do
you do?” or, in the negative, “What machine are you tied to?” That
was not the normal greeting 150 years ago. People were more focused
on their own personal identity, not on an identity based on work.
We never ask “Why are you?” only “What do you do?”

The Industrial Age
beat the “why” out of us, and today we are still much more
comfortable avoiding and finding our meaning through our vocational
identity, as if that defines who we are. We don’t see our business
as a tool for building something greater, but as an end in itself.
That mindset is a legacy of the short-lived, but incredibly
influential Factory System of the Industrial Age. Elwood Carlson
was very much alone in labeling the generation entering the
workforce after World War II The Lucky Few. He isn’t wrong. He was
just seeing it from the Industrial Age vantage point. They got all
the stuff and the easy road through life because they played the
Industrialist’s game the way the Industrialists needed them to play
it. They played by other people’s rules, and it seemed to work out
for them. Or did it?

The Silent
Generation

The mainstream
demographers labeled this generation in radically different terms
than Elwood Carlson. On November 5, 1951, Time Magazine ran a cover
story describing the young people entering the workforce. It
characterized them as “grave and fatalistic, conventional,
possessing confused morals, and expecting disappointment.” This
1951 article stated:

Youth today is waiting
for the hand of fate to fall on its shoulders, meanwhile working
fairly hard and saying almost nothing. The most startling fact
about the younger generation is its silence. With some rare
exceptions, youth is nowhere near the podium. By comparison with
the Flaming Youth of their fathers and mothers, today’s younger
generation is a still, small flame. It does not issue manifestos,
make speeches, or carry posters. It has been called the ‘Silent
Generation.’5

The American historian
William Manchester carried the label forward, calling those
entering the work force in the late ‘40s to late ‘50s, “withdrawn,
cautious, unimaginative, indifferent, unadventurous, and silent.”
The Silent Generation has lived with this damning label ever since.
In 1970, Time
Magazine did a follow-up issue on The Silents, and in 1991, Strauss
and Howe used it in their book Generations,6 which describes American history
from 1584 forward in generational cycles.

The Silent Generation. I can’t
think of a more condemning label for an entire generation than this
one. And they have lived down to their label. Not a single
president or Supreme Court justice has come from this generation,
the only twenty-year generation in two hundred years with that
forgettable record.

Human beings are first
and foremost creative problem solvers. Creativity in art, music,
science, technology, innovation, problem solving, and human
relationships sets us apart from other animals. The Silent
Generation was stripped of their creativity. In order to serve the
Factory System, they had to be.

The Roots of the
“Silents”

The Industrialists of
the 1800s had to build silence into the system. In so doing, they
laid the foundation for the generation at the peak of the
Industrial Age to be silent and forgotten. While designing a system
that would provide the basic securities of life in the suburbs, the
Industrialists needed to reengineer humans in the image of
machines. Being creative was the most detrimental attribute you
could have as an Industrial Age extension of a machine.

No human who was
wondering, thinking creatively, or trying to innovate would ever do
well tied to a machine. As a result, one specific question became
about more than any other during the Industrial Age. The question
that promotes some of the greatest creativity in people, and makes
us more human than any other question we can ask, became forbidden:
“Why?”

You were more likely
to get fired for asking why than for asking any other question.
Asking why became a symbol of insubordination, rebellion, and the
in ability to work well with others in the Factory System. Above
all, the Silents were taught to not question any authority by
asking why. It was authority that was giving them their suburban
security. You don’t question the hand that feeds you and gives you
a stable, predictable, Ozzie and Harriet life.

The Tale of Two
Results

The quantity and
variety of products rolling off the assembly line in the 1950s were
unprecedented. That was one result of the Industrial Age. But the
human product at the peak of the Industrial Age was the most
undesirable result we could have feared: blind loyalty to the
corporation, conditioned to do exactly what we were told. The
responsibility doctrine of the Silent Generation was, “Show up
early and leave late, shut up, sit down, don’t make waves, live
invisibly,” and worst of all, “Go out quietly,” maybe even with a
gold watch. If anything demonstrates the chasm between the
tremendous production of the Industrial Age and the result for
Industrial Age people, it is the effect it had on this generation:
Great toys. Really bad human results.

The Silents would
never have felt they had permission to go to Africa and meet
chiefs. They were taught to find their meaning through making the
company successful, not by building a life of significance.

The ‘60s Baby
Boomers—What Changed?

So it’s no wonder that
the generation that followed the Silents, the Baby Boomers who
started coming of age in the ‘60s, gave rise to a time of
rebellion, questioning authority, asking “Why?” as a standard way
of life, exhibiting dislike for The Man (Corporate America), and a
responsibility doctrine that read, “Never trust anyone over
thirty.” The Silents were all over thirty by then. Those not-so
Lucky Few got the short end of the stick again.

But the ‘60s came and
went and the only thing that really changed in Giant Corporation,
Inc. was the production side of the house. The smokestacks were
either outsourced offshore or more often replaced with
technological marvels and a mixed service/information-based
economy. The Industrial Age was gone, but the front-office system
that was built to run it is still in place.

The Participation Age
Front Office: No Turning Back

In the Participation
Age, there is another way – a way that makes the company even more
money by creating systems and processes that focus on both the
health of the production line and the joy of the staff. The
Participation Age demands that we allow people to share in the
creative process of building the corporation and in the rewards
that come from doing so.

Many companies are
already living fully in the Participation Age and have been for
years. In a few rare cases we’ll look at later in the book,
pioneering corporations have already been there for a few decades.
And it is encouraging to see companies of all sizes leaving
Industrial Age practices behind and embracing the Participation
Age.

There is no turning
back. The Industrial Age is behind us and the Participation Age is
fully upon us. Going forward, the companies that are committed to
encouraging their workforce to participate and to Make Meaning will
also make more money as a company – in most cases, a lot more.

The Participation Age
demands that we allow people to share in the creative process of
building the corporation and in the rewards that come from doing
so.

It’s not Your Father’s
Corp oration Anymore

Multiple corporate
movements, led by dozens of CEOs of large corporations, have sprung
up around the need to move into the Participation Age and Make
Meaning. One of them, Conscious Capitalism, led by John Mackey
(Whole Foods) says, “Unlike some businesses that believe they only
exist to maximize return on investment for their shareholders,
‘Conscious Businesses’ focus on their whole business ecosystem,
creating and optimizing value for all of their Stakeholders,
understanding that strong and engaged Stakeholders lead to a
healthy, sustainable, resilient business.” This isn’t your father’s
corporation anymore.

The producers who are
the backbone of every company don’t necessarily want to confront
the challenges of Africa. But everyone living in the Participation
Age wants to Make Meaning, not just money. They all shudder at the
thought of ending up like the Silent Generation. There is an
earnest search by people now looking for companies that will
encourage them to participate and to share in both the creative
process of building a company and the rewards of doing so. We call
them Stakeholders. The good news is that a fast-growing number of
companies are looking for those Stakeholders. And as they find each
other, together they are creating companies that are flourishing
and setting themselves up for a long run at success.

Conversely, the employees and companies who find the Participation Age unsettling, annoying, or disruptive to their present world will find themselves on the outside looking in.
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