
Prelude

Slack and Other Secrets of the Agile Organization is a prescription for building a

capacity to change into the modern enterprise.  It looks into the heart of the

efficiency-flexibility quandary: The more efficient you get the harder it is to

change.  The book shows managers how to make their organizations slightly less

efficient but enormously more effective.  It coaches them on the introduction of

slack, the missing ingredient required for all change.  It counsels a thoughtful use

of slack instead of the mindless obsession with elimination of all slack in the

interests of efficiency.

Why now?

We live in an age of acceleration.  Whatever the formula was for business

success a few years ago, it won’t work today.  Today there needs to be more and

more work crammed into less and less time.  There are fewer people doing more

and doing it faster in less space with less support and with tighter tolerances and

higher quality requirements than ever before.  The average manager or

knowledge worker is so busy today that there is simply not a spare moment for

anything.  There isn’t time to plan, only to do. There is no time for analysis,

invention, training, strategic thinking, contemplation or lunch.

Only a decade ago, the workplace was characterized by “bankers’ hours,”

conversations around a water cooler, extended business meals, early closings in

summer and the corporate softball league.  Today such things have gone the way

of the milkman and the full-service gas station.

The ubiquitous Hurry Up mantra of business today has undoubtedly helped

corporations speed up.  They do what they do faster and more cheaply than

before.  But there is a downside . . .

Enter the need for change

Suppose that what the corporation is doing now has to be changed.  The

needed change is not just to do the same things still faster, but to switch

directions and do something else entirely.  Change is always complicated and
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challenging, but in the super-accelerated corporation, change of direction is

almost impossible.  The very improvements that the Hurry Up organization has

made to go faster and cheaper have undermined its capacity to make any other

kind of change.

An organization that can accelerate but not change direction is like a car that

can speed up but not steer.  In the short run it makes lots of progress in whatever

direction it happened to be going.  In the long run it’s just another road wreck.

Plan of the book

The book  is divided into four parts, each with its own mini-theme:

PART I Slack:  The unfortunate tradeoff between efficiency and flexibility.

How organizations tend to get more efficient only by sacrificing

their ability to change. How slack can come to the rescue.

PART II The effect of stress on organizations:  It leads them badly off course

while causing them to re-double their speed.  Causes of and cures

for corporate stress

PART III Change, growth, and organizational learning: The difference

between companies that can learn (and profit from their learning),

and those that can’t.

PART IV Risk taking and risk management:  Why running away from risk is a

no-win strategy, and why running toward it makes sense when

managed sensibly (and what that entails).

Slack is directed toward management at all levels in knowledge

organizations and other modern corporations where knowledge workers

predominate.  It is also directed to the knowledge workers themselves.  It’s

directed toward you if you sense that there is something terribly wrong in the

infernal busy-ness of the modern workplace, if you know in your heart that the

slack that has been squeezed out of your organizations over the last ten years

now has to be reintroduced, or no further meaningful progress will ever be

possible.
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The fact that you’ve decided to read this book says that you are busy.  You

haven’t got time for an extended treatise on organizational forms or a theory of

management.  At most, you may have the time for a very fast, very pointed

airplane read.  I have put this book together so it can be read cover-to-cover on a

flight from New York to Chicago or from Amsterdam to Rome.  It is my hope

and expectation that after reading it, you can step off your flight with a

straightforward approach for helping your organization make the kinds of

change it will need to make in order to survive.

Benefits of slack

Reduced stress and reintroduction of an essential bit slack is my best recipe

for:

q increased organizational agility

q better retention of key personnel (what I call your “human capital”)

q an improved ability to invest in the future

q a capacity for sensible risk taking instead of risk avoidance


