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			Book Presentation Slack by Tom Demarco

			Book Abstract

			MAIN IDEA

			The more efficient a firm becomes, the less flexibility it has – and the harder it becomes for the business to make any changes that are required for it to operate more effectively in the future. Therefore, managers can actually make their organizations run better if they introduce a little bit of slack within the system allowing new and better ideas to take root and grow to fruition.

			Specifically, business builders and managers should keep in mind four keys:
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			A business manager can always tell when just the right amount of slack exists within their organization since:

			
					Organizational agility will flourish as workers have more time to think about and analyze what they need to do.

					The job satisfaction levels of key personnel will rise, resulting in better retention of the best people.

					The organization as a whole will enjoy an improved ability to anticipate and invest in the future.

					There will be an enhanced ability and capacity to take rather than avoid prudent commercial risks.

			

			All in all, just the right amount of slack will position the business ideally to meet the future demands and challenges of the dynamic and evolving global economy.

			About the Author

			TOM DEMARCO is a principal of the Atlantic Systems Guild, a consulting firm specializing in organizational change, project management and litigation. He is the author of seven books, including The Deadline, Controlling Software Projects and Peopleware. Mr. DeMarco’s clients include Hewlett-Packard, Apple, IBM, Lucent and others. In 1999, he was awarded the Wayne Stevens Prize for lifetime contribution to software engineering methods.

			Important Note About This Ebook

			This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.

			Summary of Slack (Tom Demarco)

			Key #1: Introduce some slack – so the organization has the ability to change.

			Main Idea

			Slack is the complete opposite and natural enemy of efficiency. The paradox is the more things you do to make an organization more efficient now, the greater you impede its ability to change and reinvent itself later on as the business environment changes. Therefore, tolerate and even introduce a little bit of slack within your business organization. It may make you slightly less efficient at present, but it will facilitate future change and growth. Great companies excel at using slack creatively to grow the business.

			Supporting Ideas

			Approx. 10 years ago, the U.S. And West European business community became concerned about the threat of foreign companies. There was the belief it would be impossible to compete against other countries who had workers willing to work long hours for peanuts. In response to this perceived threat, U.S. business went through an efficiency boom – with excess capacity being purged out of the system through initiatives like “downsizing”, “reinvention” and the elimination of “middle managers”.

			As a result, the American and West European economies are currently in the middle of an extended period of great prosperity while many other economies are suffering. However, there are a couple of clouds on the horizon:

			
					Many businesses have succeeded in optimizing their present operations by removing the most critical element for making changes in the future – middle managers. It is at the middle management level that new organizational models which move an enterprise forward always form.

					In the pursuit of efficiency, firms have completely eliminated any downtime or slack. Yet reinvention and innovation occur only when production is not the key objective. Eliminating all slack has removed an ability to change and grow.

			

			In essence, those firms which succeed in optimizing their present operations automatically lose part or all of their ability to come up with better ways of doing things in the future. Or to put that concept in other terms, they trade “busyness” for “creativity”. Yet, in the long-term, creativity is always valued more highly.

			Many business managers think the ideal image of a highly successful firm is everyone who works there is immensely busy all the time, with every minute full of productive activity. That mental image contrasts sharply with the actual work environment of successful companies. In those situations, there is a background level of energy but no obvious sense of hurry. Rather, the most successful companies measure progress not solely in terms of getting things done but also in the ability of its people to grow and learn new things along the way.

			As an illustration, consider the example of a secretary. Once upon a time, every manager had their own secretary who facilitated the smooth operation of the manager’s work life. The secretary would also make certain everything ran smoothly while the manager was away from the office. Most likely, the secretary was only busy 50-percent of the time. So a management consultant might come along and suggest the secretary should be shared between two executives in the interests of efficiency. That way, 100-percent of the secretary’s time is utilized.

			As a result of following the consultant’s advice:

			
					The secretary cannot respond to new requests as quickly as was possible beforehand because his/her time is now fully utilized.

					It will now take longer for work to flow through the organization because requests will have to wait until there is sufficient free time for someone to get onto it.

					It will become harder for the manager to evaluate how well the secretary is performing his or her duties because for a large chunk of time, the secretary is working for someone else.

					There will be a loss of efficiency and waste as the secretary switches from working for one person to another – getting the necessary materials close at hand, finding the right files, etc.

					The secretary will equate job security with the appearance of being busy. Therefore, instead of rushing through the items on his or her “To Do” list as quickly as possible, the work will be strung out so as to avoid idleness until the next job assignments arrive.

			

			In total, applying the consultant’s advice may give a surface appearance that everyone is busier and better utilized but in reality the organization as a whole becomes slightly less responsive and less productive. Eliminating a little slack has created some new and substantial bottlenecks through which everything has to squeeze.

			Slack actually comes in two basic varieties:
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			Most of the discussion of slack thus far has centered on “Time Slack” – down-periods where nothing productive gets done and instead there is time to reflect and plan. The other type of slack is “Control Slack” – letting people decide for themselves how something should be done rather than following the strict instructions of a manager.

			Many knowledge workers are highly motivated by personal growth opportunities. They have varying amounts of demand for time slack but are entirely passionate about their need for considerable control slack. If the business organizational structure attempts to control them too closely, knowledge workers will feel like their opportunities for growth are limited and they will move elsewhere. This same concept extends to loads of different areas, including:

			
					Having the opportunity to choose which projects to work on.

					Having the freedom to decide how each project should be approached and run.

					Being allowed to make some mistakes while learning new skills or attempting new projects.

					Deciding whether elements of the project should be screened by peer review or not.

					All the judgement calls for the various components in the larger project. For example, whether the financial information gathered should be contained in a spreadsheet or in a more sophisticated but time consuming simulation model.

			

			Healthy business organizations make available to workers both time slack and control slack. Unless both types are present, people become preoccupied with looking busy rather than getting the right things done.

			Businesses that build in sensible amounts of time slack and control slack enjoy four specific competitive advantages:

			
					Better responsiveness.Organizations with slack built in are able to change to meet evolving market demands. They have the internal capacity to align and change what they do in order to better serve their customers.


					Enhanced flexibility.In a business context, flexibility is the capacity of an organization to redesign itself. The two key components are conceptualization and implementation. Unless there is excess capacity which can be devoted to making changes and thinking through all the implications of what those changes will mean, a business will have little or no flexibility. A flexible business enjoys vitality and energy.


					Greater retention of key people.Healthy knowledge companies need to keep their people, otherwise their ability to execute projects successfully becomes seriously impaired. This is particularly true where workers have high levels of “domain knowledge” – sets of skills and explicit know-how in the area in which those skills are applied. Domain knowledge is particularly important for knowledge workers and may represent a significant organizational investment in human capital. There may be a significant time period required before any replacement worker is up to speed.


					An enhanced capacity to invest in itself.A company invests in itself when it extends or enlarges its market share. Businesses which have just the right amount of slack built in will be in a good position to invest in themselves by allocating resources to new product development. The main resource required for letting invention happen isn’t money – it’s actually slack. If the people within the organization are just too busy keeping the existing product lines going, they will have no time to ponder and work on the next generation of products. Businesses invest in research and development in anticipation of generating significantly greater returns on that investment in the future. Organizational slack is the lubricant that makes innovation happen.


			

			Key Thoughts

			“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 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.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“Slack at all levels is necessary to make the organization work effectively and to grow. It is the lubricant of change. Good companies excel in the creative use of slack. And bad ones can only obsess about removing it.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“Work, particularly knowledge work, can be extremely enjoyable. That’s why so many of us have become addicted to it. If you take sensual pleasure in your work, and those around you are doing the same thing, if it’s clearly okay in your corporate culture to enjoy what you’re doing, chances are that yours is a company headed towards success. Sign up for the stock plan.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“It’s possible to make an organization more efficient without making it better. That’s what happens when you drive out slack. It’s also possible to make an organization a little less efficient and improve it enormously. In order to do that, you need to reintroduce enough slack to allow the organization to breathe, to reinvent itself, and to make necessary change.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“Slack is a kind of investment. Learning to think of it that way (instead of as waste) is what distinguishes organizations that are ‘in business’ from those that are merely busy.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“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 game. Today, such things have gone the way of the milkman and the full-service gas station.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“Organizations sometimes become obsessed with efficiency and make themselves so busy that responsiveness and net effectiveness suffer. When this happens, it is almost always the result of a restructuring or corporate ‘improvement’ effort gone wrong. For this reason, I refer to such an organization as over improved.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“Slack is the way you invest in change. Slack represents operational capacity sacrificed in the interests of long-term health.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“Yes, an ability to change is essential. Like many good things, it costs money. How much should it cost? Only the time and energy of a substantial portion of the people who are now 100-percent busy doing work.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“The principal resource needed for invention is slack. When companies can’t invent, it’s usually because their people are too damn busy.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“When managers are overworked, they’re doing something other than management; the more they allow themselves to be overworked, the less real management gets done.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“Management is hard, and not because there is so much work to do (an overworked manager is almost certainly doing work he/she shouldn’t be doing). Management is hard because the skills are inherently difficult to master. Your mastery of them will affect the organization more than anything going on under you. Running away from the challenge does not help.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			“The more optimized an organization is, the more likely that the slack necessary to help it become more effective has been eliminated.”

			– Tom DeMarco

			Key #2: Offset corporate stress – so people don’t feel the need to speed if lost.

			Main Idea

			Managers in all parts of the economy are charged with the goal of reducing the time and cost of getting things done – two mutually exclusive goals. Since they can’t achieve both goals at once, many managers feel stressed which results in:

			
					Declining employee health levels.

					Failing relationships – with employees and customers.

					Bad judgement being applied with increasing frequency.

			

			The solution to corporate stress is deceptively simple – introduce some slack inside the organization.

			Supporting Ideas

			Organizational stress can be generated several different ways:

			
					Through constant pressure and unrealistic expectations.Pressure to meet deadlines can work well if used occasionally and appropriately, but when used over an extended period of time, pressure becomes counter-productive. Instead of being motivated by the demands, people become burned out, mentally and physically tired and discouraged. In fact, most workers respond to extended periods of high pressure by polishing up their resumes and keeping watch for better work elsewhere.


					By the use of overly aggressive schedules.Aggressive schedules are arbitrary, impossible to meet and bear no relativity to the amount of effort actually required. As with pressure, occasional bursts of tight scheduling can generate increased effort but extended use will always result in workers becoming overcommitted. When that happens, the natural reaction is usually to try and find someone to blame for setting the unrealistic schedule in the first place. And there will be a reluctance to take on new projects in the future.


					By encouraging regular (rather than occasional) overtime.Asking employees to work overtime for extended periods of time rarely if ever generates the desired burst of productivity. Instead, the usual results are:
	Reduced quality of work – since employees are fatigued.

	Employees feel burned out and drained.

	Staff turnover will increase.

	There will be less emphasis on using normal hours well.All in all, in jobs where high quality thinking is a necessity, regular overtime is not a great idea. Fatigued employees will be devoting more of their attention to the challenge of putting up a good front than they will be to the quality of their work. And to make matters worse, when employees anticipate they will have to work loads of overtime on a project, they will tend to become complacent about wasting time during normal working hours. As a result, overtime becomes a pointless exercise – with nothing but stress being produced.





					By the trade-off between saving labor and saving face.In the name of efficiency, many businesses have eliminated low-level support workers – like secretaries and gofers. Yet, the result of that is high-priced managers and knowledge workers now spend more of their time doing clerical work and other office tasks. To assist them, they may use word processors or an array of other equipment, but those can be viewed as little more than face saving devices. It’s a false economy which generates stress and drag.


					By cultivating a culture of fear.A culture of fear exists in a business when:
	Employees are afraid to say certain things, even if true.

	People are afraid to point out goals are unrealistic.

	Corporate power overrides common sense.

	There are too many staff for the volume of work handled.

	Anyone who fails to toe the party line is denigrated.

	The people who get fired are more competent than others.

	Managers are approached with a fear of irritating them.Once a culture of fear takes root within an organization, growth is stunted, morale falls and it becomes almost impossible to achieve anything worthwhile. And doing something truly memorable is out of the question. Instead, most people end up focusing on survival first and anything else is a bonus.





					Through the overuse of litigation.Commercial litigation, in addition to being enormously expensive, is happening more and more. Why?
	It’s an effective way to deflect blame elsewhere.

	Many contracts are so unbalanced there is little to lose.In other words, the root cause for most litigation is corporate stress. And litigation, in turn, always generates still more stress. To make matters even worse, at the end of any protracted legal battle, the only people who ever win are the lawyers. Neither of the two parties to any litigation ever come out of it ahead but their lawyers do just fine. (All of which illustrates the best, most enforceable contractual arrangements always have a realistic amount of slack built in so that unanticipated contingencies can be accommodated without any negative impact.)





					By obsessing over business processes.Business standards are


					By insisting on unnecessary levels of quality.	Focusing on one aspect and ignoring everything else.

	Increasing overhead in an effort to remove defects.

	A reluctance to adopt new technology.

	Becoming slower to market with new products.

	Reduced efforts to work with new partners and allies.

	Emphasis on eliminating defects, not building greatness.
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					Vision

					Leadership

					Safety

					Trust

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Meaningful learning never happens in isolation. Context is needed. Thus, learning experiments will always be near but not part of the organization’s day-to-day productive activities.

					Good communication is required for learning. In any organization, the best quality communication occurs between peers rather than up or down the organizational chain. Therefore, middle managers collaborating together will be the prime place for the largest communication bandwidth to exist, and the most likely place successful experiments will actually occur.

					Similarly, the best experiments tend to be joint efforts. Genuine joint projects are always somewhat ambiguous rather than falling within clearly defined areas of responsibility – the white space on the organizational chart.

			

			
			
			
			
			
					Managers start to look at the failures of other managers as being good for their own careers rather than bad for the business enterprise’s commercial viability.

					Collaboration will grind to a halt – making quality knowledge work impossible.

					Managers lose their focus on external competitors and the customer and instead get distracted by what other parts of the company are doing.

					Managers start trying to stop their peers from scoring points at their expense – they act defensively.
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					The challenge to hurry up and work at breakneck speed.

					The need to live with ongoing risks.	Has a list of all the potential risks been compiled and analyzed carefully?

	What mechanism exists within the organization to identify and evaluate new risks which may arise?

	Which of the known risks would be fatal to the project if they eventuate and how are those risks being managed?

	Which risks cannot be quantified as to their probability and potential impact?

	What are the indicators for each risk?

	Who is the person responsible for managing risks within the organization?

	Does the project include tasks which might not have to be done at all if contingent risks fail to materialize?

	Does the project have a schedule (the planned date for completion allowing for risks) and a goal (the earliest possible completion date if everything goes to plan) which are markedly different?

	Is there a reasonable probability of finishing ahead of schedule? (If there is not, then the schedule needs to be reworked until there is).
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