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To Marina and Sadhna, with our love. For the joy they bring into our lives and for putting up with us even when we drive them crazy.




Part I



SETTING THE STAGE




Introduction: Why Friction Is Terrible and Wonderful. And How You Can Fix It

The email, all 1,266 words1 of it (not including a separate 7,266-word attachment), popped up in our inboxes on a Monday morning at 9:14, before the coffee had begun to kick in. Sent by a Stanford vice-provost to more than two thousand faculty, it invited us to spend the following Saturday brainstorming about the mission of our university’s new School of Sustainability. We love the new school and were, at first, willing to give up a Saturday to help craft the mission—it’s important to our students, faculty, and the planet. But the email left us annoyed and skeptical of any meeting convened by the big cheese who wrote it. That email was wordy, repetitive, confusing, and packed with defensive responses to picky past criticisms. Though it acknowledged how busy we all were, our struggles to decipher it sucked up more time than we would have thought possible.

With a little editing, the email could have been cut to five hundred or six hundred crisp words, and the attachment to two thousand words or so. Time would have been saved. Frustration spared. That leader’s reputation wouldn’t have taken a hit. And more Stanford faculty would have shown up that Saturday—including us.

Anyone who has tangled with organizations as an employee or customer has had moments, days, and, sometimes, months and years when it felt as if the overlords who imagined and run the place have no respect for their time. Such as encounters with systems that seem designed to create maddening ordeals rather than give the simple answers, services, or refunds we need. Or unbearable meetings with ill-defined agendas and clueless blabbermouths that stretch on for hours. Or wrestling matches with rules, procedures, traditions, and technologies that once made sense but are now so antiquated, pointless, and inefficient that they make you want to pull your hair out. All are forms of friction that chip away at our initiative, commitment, and zest for work. That hurt our coworkers and the customers and clients we serve. And that undermine the productivity, innovation, and reputations of our organizations.

That’s the bad news. The good news is that so much can be done to dampen the damage inflicted by friction problems, to reduce or eliminate such troubles, and to stop such ugliness from rearing its head in the first place. Every leader, whether you have influence over one or two people, or over hundreds or thousands, can be part of the solution.

The Friction Project is about forces that make it harder, slower, more complicated, or downright impossible to get things done in organizations. It’s about why and when such friction is destructive, useful, or a mixed bag. Above all, it’s about how to think and live like a friction fixer who makes the right things easier and the wrong things harder. So that work doesn’t grind people down and drive them crazy.

We call it a friction project because we have, for the last seven years, made it our project to learn everything we can about the causes and cures for friction problems. Our goal is to help leaders craft homegrown projects that are tailored to fix the friction troubles in their organizations.

Too Much Bad Friction

We started this journey because we were deluged with stories and studies about the dark side of friction. We kept meeting people who were frustrated, pissed off, and exhausted by the organizations in their lives. No matter what we planned to cover during our research interviews, casual conversations, classes, workshops, and speeches—be it scaling, innovation, leadership, workplace jerks, or reinventing Human Resources—people kept talking about these soul-crushing obstacles and indignities. Here are a few examples:


	The healthcare CEO who bombarded thousands of employees with so many long, dull, and complicated email missives that they nicknamed him Dr. TLDR (too long; didn’t read).

	The convoluted forty-two-page2 document inflicted on 2.5 million Michigan residents each year who applied for childcare, food, and healthcare support from the state. At eighteen thousand words and more than one thousand questions, it was the longest benefits form in the United States. Much of what it asked for was unnecessary, intrusive, and, sometimes, downright obnoxious. Why would the state need to know the date of conception of a person’s child?

	Three hundred thousand hours3 a year. That’s how much time executive-committee members and their underlings spent preparing for the weekly ExCom meeting at a big company. Bain, the management consulting firm, found that more than 150 intertwined weekly prep meetings rippled through the company, which culminated in pre-meetings to brief each ExCom member just before the committee met. Then they all repeated the cycle again the next week.

	The exasperated service rep who showed us that, to serve just one customer, she struggled to switch among at least fifteen applications and twenty windows on the thirteen-inch screen of her company laptop. She was the victim of the unbridled IT managers at her biotech firm, who added more and more software applications to “help” reps do their jobs. Her company adopted so many efficiency tools that it rendered employees inefficient.

	“The people who can get away with wasting your time.” That’s what a group of sixty energy executives agreed—after much moaning and laughter—was the right answer to our question “Who are the most powerful people in your company?”



These friction horror stories rang true because our workplace, Stanford University, sometimes drives us crazy. Long and convoluted emails are just one problem. We are ground down by soul-crushing meetings. By oppressive rules and rule freaks that create ridiculous obstacles to raising and spending Stanford money. By the thicket of red tape for hiring and promoting faculty. In 2021, for example, to evaluate a fellow professor for promotion, our committee was required to create a 113-page document. It included twenty-seven recommendation letters that we solicited from scholars and past students. As well as thousands more words and numbers that we and Stanford administrators had to produce and edit over and over, to comply with a bewildering array of rules, traditions, and idiosyncratic preferences imposed by people who reviewed and approved the document. We attended perhaps a dozen meetings and sent at least two hundred emails. And that was, as one colleague put it, “one of easiest Stanford promotion cases in years.”

A beleaguered corporate manager from HP summed up how we all feel during such episodes: “I am swimming in a sea of shit. I am just trying to stay afloat. They want me to show initiative. But it is impossible.” We aren’t alone. Every workplace is clogged with destructive friction—which grinds people down and undermines performance.

We set out to study this challenge and see whether we might be able to offer some solutions to the friction problem. We did case studies of companies like AstraZeneca, Uber, and JetBlue airline that struggled with friction troubles. We conducted and collected academic studies, taught dozens of classes and workshops, and developed solutions to friction problems—including a “meeting reset”4 tool with Asana’s Work Innovation Lab to help people eliminate and revamp bad meetings.

Not Enough Good Friction

We soon learned that the goal of becoming a “frictionless organization” is misguided. Yes, the people who run most organizations create too much debilitating friction. But many also ignore the opposite side of the coin, making the wrong things too easy for employees and customers. We certainly love how simple it is to order a ride from Lyft or Uber, rent a place from Airbnb, or order goodies from Amazon. But at times organizations ought to make things harder or impossible to do.

That’s how the parents of six-year-old Brooke Neitzel felt about their Amazon Echo Dot after Brooke asked this voice-activated gizmo, “Alexa, can you play dollhouse with me and get me a dollhouse?”5 Alexa, the ultimate frictionless entity, promptly confirmed Brooke’s $162 order for a KidKraft Sparkle Mansion dollhouse, which arrived the next day. Brooke, understandably thrilled by this turn of events, declared her love for her virtual friend. Her parents were less enthusiastic.

Unfettered and overconfident leaders can squander a lot more cash than Brooke did when they fall in love with flawed ideas and there are insufficient organizational speed bumps to prevent them from rushing their half-baked creations to market. That’s what happened to Google cofounder Sergey Brin in 2011 when he became smitten with the cool Google Glass prototype6—wearable smart eyeglasses with a built-in camera, microphone, and screen. The result was a textbook case of spending money as a substitute for thinking. Despite protests from the Glass development team that it was an unfinished prototype, Sergey rushed it to market with massive fanfare. The New York Times reported that at a Google development conference in 2012, “Glass-wearing sky divers landed on top of the auditorium, raced across the roof on bikes and into the conference hall to thunderous applause.”

Once people tried to use the eyeglasses, however, the truth reared its ugly head. Glass was plagued with hardware and software bugs, terrible battery life, and unresolved privacy issues. Tech reviewers deemed it “the worst product of all time.” What might, with more thought and development, have become the next must-have device quickly became an avatar of uncool. Even Sergey soon stopped wearing it. Google pulled it off the market, and several disgusted and embarrassed members of the development team quit the company. The Glass prototype wasn’t the problem; the problem was it was too easy for the impatient and powerful Sergey Brin to do the wrong thing at the wrong time.

There are other dangers to removing too much friction from the innovation process. We once heard a Disney executive complain about how much money and time the company wasted on developing new rides for their parks and new films—that the processes were horribly inefficient and needed to be streamlined. Yet, as piles of studies show, to do creative work right, teams need to slow down, struggle, and develop a lot of bad ideas to find a rare good one. During the thirty-two years that co-founder Ed Catmull was president of Pixar, the company produced a parade of hit films, including the Toy Story and The Incredibles series. Ed believes7 that, if Pixar followed that executive’s advice, it would kill the goose that lays the golden eggs. He wrote us, “The goal isn’t efficiency, it is to make something good, or even great. We iterate 7–9 times, with friction in the process.”

Fad surfing also ought to be harder for leaders. An exasperated manager at a big insurance company told us that his CEO “falls in love with every flavor of the month, and every consultant who sells them.” That manager had been taught design thinking, lean start-up, agile management, and digital transformation and was expected to somehow apply them all at once. He spent too much time in training sessions, task-force meetings, and working with colleagues to hone “the BS our executives want to hear.” And too little time doing his job. Similar to Sergey Brin, it was too easy for those top bosses to make it too hard for their employees to do their jobs.

Technologies including Slack and Zoom that are meant to remove friction can also make it too easy for clueless leaders to inflict long and convoluted communications on colleagues and customers. We heard dozens of tales about senior execs like Dr. TLDR and our vice-provost who didn’t realize or didn’t care about the burdens that their technology-assisted blabbing imposed on their colleagues. In other workplaces, managers weaponize technologies to make their jobs easier, and everyone else’s harder. Administrators who used to shield doctors, lawyers, and scientists from red tape such as approving budgets, expenses, and time sheets now use software that heaps such chores on the people they once served. Arizona State’s Barry Bozeman shows that more and more of us are bogged down by such “robotic bureaucracy”8—those relentless computer-generated administrative demands that cause “death by a thousand 10-minute tasks.”

Warmth, caring, and human connections are also hampered when organizations remove too much friction. The leaders at Jumbo,9 a big Dutch supermarket chain, figured out that many older customers enjoyed their short interactions with cashiers, and because many were lonely, they felt such conversations were too brief. And with more Dutch stores using self-service counters where customers scan their purchases, grocery shopping now often entails no human interaction at all. So, Jumbo, as part of the Dutch government’s One Against Loneliness Campaign for seniors, experimented at one store with a “slow checkout lane” for customers who were not in a rush and wanted to linger and chat with the cashier. This experiment was so successful that two hundred Jumbo stores now have slow lanes.

Developing deep commitment and affection for our organizations, teams, and one another requires far more time and effort than pausing for a few minutes to have a nice chat. Building strong and enduring attachments requires putting in long hours to grasp the nuances of what makes social systems and people tick. That’s why, as the old Motown hit by the Supremes goes, “But mama said you can’t hurry love. No, you just have to wait.” Removing too much friction also can be a mistake because, as studies of everything from military boot camps to assembling IKEA products show, “labor leads to love.”10 The harder we humans work at something, and the more we suffer, the more we come to value it (independent of its objective value) because of our need to justify all that work to ourselves and others.

Why We Wrote This Book

In short, friction problems squander the zeal, damage the health, and throttle the creativity and productivity of good people—and burn through company cash and other precious resources. All organizations, even the most renowned and successful, sometimes make the right things too hard and the wrong things too easy.

Unfortunately, as we’ve shown, such obstacles to excellence can fester because people with the power to fix them don’t know or don’t care about them. Other leaders know their organization is plagued with such maladies. And everyone else in the place knows such friction troubles are inflicting damage, too. Yet no one is assigned, rewarded, or feels accountable for repairing these orphan problems. Like the administrator and physician who complained to us about how long patient waiting times were in her hospital, how bad the information system was, and how little cooperation there was between departments. When we asked that leader who was responsible for fixing the mess, the answer was she wasn’t sure but didn’t think it was anyone’s job, it wasn’t her fault, and she didn’t know who, if anyone, deserved the blame.

Sometimes, it seems as if Peter Drucker was right11 when he said, “Most of what we call management consists of making it difficult for people to get their work done.”

We wrote this book because it doesn’t need to be that way.




Our Friction Project

Our frustration and anger at the ridiculous obstacles that clog up our university, and at the idiocy we heard about, read about, and that people struggled to overcome in so many other organizations, prompted us to start this adventure. We devoted the last seven years to learning about the causes, consequences, and remedies for friction trouble in organizations. We cataloged the forms that it takes and the forces that cause leaders to create and cling to destructive impediments—and where and why they fail to add useful speed bumps and stop signs. As we dug into these studies and stories, our despair began to fade. There was more good news than we expected.

We were buoyed by the powerful language, beliefs, and tools used in organizations to avert and eliminate friction troubles. And by so many skilled people who create, find, and blend solutions to such challenges. We call them friction fixers. Sure, some are senior executives with formal responsibility for hundreds or thousands of people. But that doesn’t let the rest of us off the hook. The deeds of a few top dogs aren’t enough. Friction fixers also include middle managers, leaders of small teams, coaches, pilots, and directors of films and plays. Still others might be labeled “individual contributors” but are leaders, too, because they take it upon themselves to repair their workplaces and recruit others to join their cause.

All friction fixers are similar in that they start from where they are and use all the influence, talents, money, and tools they can muster to better their workplaces. They treat wrestling with bad and good friction as their job, not as an orphan problem that really ought to be somebody else’s job (but isn’t). They are the kind of folks who pick up that piece of trash that someone else has dropped rather than ignoring it or thinking that someone else ought to do it.

The Friction Project provides building blocks to help you be a friction fixer, too. The key to your success is learning to think and act like a friction fixer and motivating others to join you in building organizations where, day after day, people imagine, debate, and implement changes to make the right things easier and the wrong things harder.

Here’s how we’ve learned and shared ideas about friction fixing during the last seven years. As academics, we’re wired to produce and catalog academic research, case studies, and practical articles. For example, we tracked close to two thousand agile teams1 in a big software company to uncover forces that help and hamper efficiency. Huggy was also part of a research team that experimented with “prenups for start-ups.”2 They created 348 remote teams and asked each to develop a business plan for a wellness product. These new teams could bolster performance when—rather than racing to start their work—members devoted their first meeting to writing a prenup or a “charter” to spell out agreements about the team’s roles, norms, rules, and values. That way, rather than being mired in confusion and conflict about who ought to do what, and what was good and bad behavior, they were ready to charge ahead and develop their business plan.

We also wrote case studies about friction-fixing efforts, and the lessons that leaders can glean from them. We documented how AstraZeneca saved two million hours3 by scaling simplicity throughout this global pharmaceutical firm. How a new CEO at BHP4 (a big Australian mineral and energy company) turned the corporation around by taking things slow at first, telling his people, “We’re not going to do anything today.” And how Uber got in big trouble5 because executives didn’t slow down and coordinate hundreds of fast-moving engineering teams—and the belated efforts they took to hit the brakes and pay down the resulting technical and organizational debt.

The reactions to our articles with practical advice revealed that people in every country and kind of organization felt beleaguered by friction troubles—and were hungry for solutions. We wrote four pieces for The Wall Street Journal, including “How Bosses Waste Their Employees’ Time,”6 which became the most downloaded article of the day when it appeared. We wrote a friction article for Gallup.com, “Too Many Teams, Too Many Bosses,”7 and for Times Higher Education, “Our To-Do Lists Can’t Grow Forever. It’s Time to Try Subtraction.”8 And the LinkedIn pieces “Why Your Job Is Becoming Impossible to Do”9 and “How Do You End a Meeting?”10—each was viewed more than one hundred thousand times and generated more than four hundred comments. A piece for Harvard Business Review, “Meeting Overload Is a Fixable Problem,”11 provided a “playbook” for “meeting resets” that we helped develop and test. The research and writing for such articles helped us to hone the approach that we present to you in this book.

Classic management writings address friction in its many guises—and offer timeless advice that guided our project. C. Northcote Parkinson’s 1957 book, Parkinson’s Law,12 proposed the “coefficient of inefficiency”: Once a committee grows to more than eight members, it becomes less efficient with each new member added, becoming useless once it hits twenty. Yet, Parkinson observed, leaders still can’t resist adding more and more members. A similar conclusion was reached by Frederick Brooks, Jr., in his 1975 classic, The Mythical Man-Month.13 Brooks led two of the largest computer hardware and software projects in IBM’s history: the first developed their iconic 360 mainframe hardware systems and the second the massive OS/360 software system that runs on those computers. Brooks observed that, when projects are running late, leaders often add more people to speed things up—but the burdens of onboarding newcomers and coordinating more people make late projects run even later.

Numerous modern works wrestle with friction and were central to our project. Like Cass Sunstein’s Sludge.14 A book, Cass reports, that was born out of his failure to reduce government paperwork when he led the White House Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs during the Obama administration. Cass confesses that he started working on the problem too little and too late—even though paperwork reduction was his office’s responsibility. Sludge considers “what stops us from getting things done” and how “sludge audits” can track and motivate change, and proposes solutions including regulations to reduce paperwork in the courts, Congress, and federal agencies. Administrative Burden15 by Pamela Herd and Donald Moynihan digs deeper into the problems of bad government bureaucracy, paperwork, and convoluted regulations. This duo documents the damage that such sludge, ordeals, and red tape inflicts, especially on low-income, powerless, and vulnerable people. They propose an array of evidence-based solutions that policymakers can implement to reduce the learning, compliance, and psychological costs of such burdens—such as allowing people who seek services that require interviews with a civil servant to do so online or on the phone, as well as in person.

We are smitten with Leidy Klotz’s Subtract,16 his book on “the science of less.” It helped inspire chapter 5 here, “Addition Sickness.” After we tracked Leidy down, we developed ideas together for our Times Higher Education piece on how colleges and universities can use subtraction. We proposed the “rule of halves”:17 a thought experiment where you cut some burden by 50 percent (e.g., the number and length of standing meetings, the number of recommendation letters required for a job candidate, or the length of each letter), pause to fret awhile, then add back what you really need. We also learned what to make harder and slower from works including The Necessity of Friction18 by Nordal Åkerman, a collection of essays on the virtues of blocking, delaying, and stopping action that draws on fields including economics, organizational theory, physics, and artificial intelligence.

We taught more than a hundred classes and workshops on friction for varied audiences, including a Stanford online webinar for seven hundred executives from thirty-five countries, a Leading Innovation class for twenty-four Stanford students, a virtual presentation to eight hundred and fifty Google administrative assistants, a pair of “forums” for eight hundred Microsoft executives, a workshop for Bloom Energy’s top team, a weeklong program for seventy Kraft Heinz executives, a retreat for the top eighty leaders of a big financial services company, and two friction workshops for a hundred executives who run credit unions. These gatherings gave us insights into the most debilitating pain points and made us optimistic that once friction is brought to the fore, people are enthusiastic to find solutions.

The president of a big restaurant chain described a weekly senior-management meeting he’d attended for twenty-five years as a series of ritualized “Kabuki dances,” where executives revisited decisions made at earlier meetings, replayed the same arguments, and arrived at the same decisions. Other groups joke about “leadershit,” “being waterboarded by PowerPoint,” “jargon monoxide,” “fad surfing,” “rule freaks,” “death by meeting,” “malicious compliance to stupid rules,” and putting customers in “roach motels” (making it easy to sign up for a subscription or service, difficult or impossible to end). As we show in chapter 3, such dark humor helps people raise uncomfortable topics, release tension, and build social bonds.

Once participants wallow in and joke about their pain for a while, they are ready to move on to friction fixing. At the financial services company retreat, we talked about how “addition sickness” gums up the works and nudged the eighty executives in the room to brainstorm about impediments they ought to remove. The CEO surprised us by jumping up and offering each executive a $5,000 bonus for subtracting at least two routines, technologies, meetings, or roles from their business in the next month. We helped the CEO track those executives’ progress: nearly all eighty earned that bonus, in part because, throughout that month, he celebrated execs who got rid of two or more obstacles (“Congrats to Sandra, who just earned her 5K!”) and nagged laggards (“Hey, Tony, no word about subtraction from you yet, what’s up?”).

After our workshops for credit unions, staffers at Filene, the industry’s research institute, spent several months writing the five-thousand-word “Friction: A Manifesto.”19 And, as we wrote in the Harvard Business Review, when Saul Gurdus and Elizabeth Woodson20 were students in our Leading Innovation class, they spent about a month helping administrators at a California social services agency identify clients’ friction-related pain points. Especially the delay and despair experienced by people who applied for services. During the long and unpredictable gauntlet through the agency’s silos, those clients reported “waiting,” “still waiting,” “call unanswered,” and feeling “frustrated,” “invisible,” “helpless,” and that “this is too hard.” Then Saul and Elizabeth spent about six weeks working with administrators to improve communication across silos, which reduced clients’ confusion and frustration and enabled them to get services faster.

We met Michael Brennan when he was a student in the same class a year later. He was taking a break from being CEO of the United Way for Southeastern Michigan to study at the Stanford d.school—where we teach human-centered design. Michael then left the United Way and joined two students he met at Stanford—Adam and Lena Selzer—to start Civilla, a Michigan-based nonprofit design firm. As Adam put it,21 they focus on getting “friction out of institutions and replacing it with greater humanity.”

One of Civilla’s first efforts entailed working with senior leaders from the State of Michigan, frontline employees, and residents to revamp that terrible forty-two-page benefits form we described earlier. They called it Project Re:form.22 The redesigned benefits form was 80 percent shorter, easing the burden on more than two million residents a year and thousands of state employees. Applications increased by 12 percent after the new form was introduced. Yet employees had far fewer errors to correct, and fewer citizens visited Health and Human Services offices for help—so lobby visits dropped by 50 percent.

We also learned and spread lessons from our Friction podcast,23 a series of twenty-two conversations with business leaders and academics produced by the Stanford Technology Ventures Program. Our guests included historian and Harvard Business School professor Nancy Koehn. Eric Reis of The Lean Startup24 fame. Filmmaker Sheri Singer, producer of more than forty TV movies—each filmed in two to three weeks (including Halloweentown and Death of a Cheerleader). And we interviewed restaurateurs Annie and Craig Stoll, who run the Delfina pizza chain in the San Francisco area.

Along the way, we’ve assembled a sprawling network of practitioners, researchers, and students who teach us about the twists, tricks, and pitfalls of friction fixing. They’ve used, helped develop, refined, and critiqued many of the ideas and tools in this book.

The Friction Project weaves together the best stories, studies, and—above all—solutions that we found during this adventure. We focus on lessons that can help you, dear reader, understand how friction fixers think about and practice their craft, and how you can be a friction fixer, too, and entice others to join your quest. This craft entails understanding what ought to be quick or effortless versus difficult, slow, or downright impossible to do. Why certain things ought to be easy and others hard. How each of us can remove bad friction and inject good friction. And how to build teams and organizations where friction fixing is baked into the norms, roles, rules, rituals, and incentives.

Practitioners of the Craft

Here’s what friction fixing looks like. Dr. Melinda Ashton, the chief quality officer at Hawaii Pacific Health, was mighty unhappy because her nurses and doctors were devoting too much time to updating patients’ electronic health records and too little time examining, treating, and comforting patients. Many other healthcare workers face the same predicament. A 2019 study in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that doctors devoted 43 percent of their time25 to updating patients’ electronic medical records and only 13 percent to providing direct patient care.

Dr. Ashton realized that Hawaii Pacific’s health records system kept getting more complicated and time-consuming. For example, nurses who cared for newborns weren’t initially asked to document diaper changes. Over the years, as the system was “upgraded,” multiple mouse clicks were required after changing each diaper. Dozens of other chores arrived courtesy of lawyers, IT administrators, human resources, and nurses and doctors, too. Some were necessary. But many additions (and original requirements) were too complicated or pointless. Many Hawaii Pacific employees complained about the time they were wasting. Yet it was a classic orphan problem, and no one stepped up to reduce these ballooning burdens.

In 2017, Dr. Ashton and her team decided that if nobody else would do it, they would. These friction fixers launched the Getting Rid of Stupid Stuff26 program (yes, the acronym is GROSS). It began with a call for nurse assistants, nurses, and doctors to nominate anything in the records system “that they thought was poorly designed, unnecessary, or just plain stupid.” The team received 188 nominations and implemented 87 improvements by the time Dr. Ashton’s “Getting Rid of Stupid Stuff” article appeared in The New England Journal of Medicine in 2018.

Fixing all that stupid stuff freed up a lot of time. One change reduced the required clicks for documenting a diaper change from three to one. Another tweak eliminated just one mouse click that every nurse and nurse assistant was required to make for every patient during hourly rounds. That saved twenty-four seconds per click—which, Dr. Ashton reports, “consumed approximately 1,700 nursing hours per month at our four hospitals.” Throughout The Friction Project, we document how friction fixers drive changes that save others massive amounts of time, such as Project Re:form by Michael Brennan’s team at Civilla, who revamped that Michigan benefits form completed by millions of residents each year so it was 80 percent shorter and a lot easier to understand.

Then there are the friction fixers who feel accountable for hitting the brakes and knowing how and when to add necessary complexity, and for making the wrong things harder, or downright impossible, to do. And when to slow things down to protect people’s mental health or to give them more time to connect with others and enjoy the sweet things in life.

In Thinking, Fast and Slow,27 Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman argues that when people are in a “cognitive minefield,” when they are confused, overwhelmed, or things are falling apart, it is wise to slow down and assess the situation rather than doing something rash, dumb, or dangerous. That’s what Waze CEO28 Noam Bardin did in 2010 after his navigation software start-up got $25 million in funding. Bardin’s investors pressured him to use that money to hire new employees, add features, and expand to new markets. But Waze was losing new U.S. customers at a rapid rate, and Bardin wasn’t sure why. He ignored the investors’ advice, froze hiring, and asked all employees to stop what they were doing and help figure out what was driving users away in the crucial U.S. market. After six weeks of talking to customers and analyzing data, Waze employees identified customer pain points and began to remove them. Then the company hit the accelerator and started hiring people and releasing a new version of Waze about once a month for six months. Customers loved the changes, and millions became loyal Waze users. Google bought the company for a billion dollars in 2013.

We’ve also found that veteran friction fixers use rules, regulations, and other roadblocks to prevent unethical and unwise actions. Consider the staffers at the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) who, in 2012, prevented former Theranos CEO Elizabeth Holmes from installing her company’s unproven blood-testing device on army medical-evacuation helicopters. They were right to put up a fight, because that Edison machine was never able to run accurate blood tests on a single drop of blood despite Theranos’s claims that it could. The company is now defunct, and Holmes was convicted on four felony counts of defrauding investors in 2022.

John Carreyrou’s Bad Blood29 describes Holmes’s indignation when Lt. Col. David Shoemaker (a DOD administrator with a Ph.D. in microbiology) asked her tough questions about the device’s capabilities. Holmes was dismayed when—despite advice about circumventing the rules from her high-priced attorneys and support from four-star general Jim “Mad Dog” Mattis—she couldn’t steamroll Shoemaker when he insisted that, before the device could be used on the choppers, it had to be approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. Holmes wrote Mattis a “blistering email” about her company’s allegedly unfair treatment from the lowly lieutenant colonel and his coworkers who dared to get in Theranos’s way. Mattis demanded an in-person meeting with Shoemaker, but came away convinced Shoemaker had applied the rules properly to the Theranos gizmo. In 2013, when Lieutenant Colonel Shoemaker retired from the DOD, his colleagues presented him a “certificate of survival” for having the courage to stand up to General Mattis.

Friction fixers also slow things down so that people take time to care for one another, get to know one another, and enjoy the good things in life. Like Colette Cloosterman–van Eerd, chief customer officer at Jumbo, the big Dutch grocery store chain that installed two hundred “slow lanes” where cashiers take time for leisurely chats with seniors who crave social interaction. Cloosterman–van Eerd30 is the driving force behind these “chat checkouts.” She explained, “Our stores are an important meeting place for many people, and we want to play a role in identifying and reducing loneliness.” She sees this effort as a “small gesture, but very valuable, especially in a world that is digitizing and getting faster and faster.”

How to Think Like a Friction Fixer

Our seven-year project taught us that a bedrock belief of friction fixers is that if we focus on what to make easier and faster and what to make harder and slower, life will be better for workers and the people they serve. And if we turn our attention to finding when and where friction troubles arise, understanding the causes, and developing remedies, then our organization will be more humane, productive, innovative, and profitable. That’s what Dr. Melinda Ashton’s team did when they invited their colleagues to stop and think about stupid stuff that was clogging up Hawaii Pacific’s health records system. And what Michael Brennan’s team at Civilla did during Project Re:form, when they involved numerous government leaders, civil servants, and citizens as they revamped Michigan’s benefits application form.

The power of pausing to think about removing needless complexity is seen in research by Gabrielle Adams of the University of Virginia and her colleagues in the prestigious publication Nature. They document the human penchant to add31 rather than subtract—and show how to overcome that baked-in bias. In a series of twenty studies, these researchers found that—in tasks ranging from building LEGO models to improving a university—peoples’ default problem-solving mode is to add rather than subtract complexity. Even when people were asked to build LEGO models where the best solution was to remove pieces at a key juncture (and were charged ten cents for each LEGO brick used), they still added more pieces. But when the researchers added a cognitive speed bump—and reminded people that they could either add or subtract pieces from the LEGO model—they were far more likely to remove pieces at the key juncture.

Sounds obvious, doesn’t it? It is. Friction fixers pride themselves in being masters of the obvious. They are mighty skeptical of secret solutions, shocking surprises, and miracle cures.

This bedrock belief, this dogged dedication to making the right things easier and wrong things harder, is sharpened by three convictions that emerged from our project and run through this book. These beliefs help friction fixers to avoid wallowing in vague platitudes, take concrete action instead, and inspire others to join their mission. The first conviction is I am accountable for friction fixing, and so are you. Friction fixers feel obligated to prevent themselves and their colleagues from being oblivious of friction that they and their organizations generate. They battle decisions and designs that treat such obstacles and opportunities as orphan problems. They take responsibility for fixing things, encouraging others to join them, and discouraging free riders.

That’s what Noam Bardin did when he pressed pause at Waze and made it everyone’s job to figure out what was wrong with the company’s app and how to repair it. As we wrote in Scaling Up Excellence, such accountability means everyone presses everyone else to talk and act as if “I own the place and the place owns me.”32 Friction fixers see themselves as part of a movement that recruits, teaches, and rewards everyone around them—whether their zone of influence is modest or massive—to step up and figure out what is broken and how to mend it.

The second conviction is that we are trustees of how people spend their time. That’s our focus in chapter 1, “A Trustee of Others’ Time.” Fixers are preoccupied with how to design work and organizations, and how to treat others, to make the best use of employees’, customers’, and citizens’ time. It paves the way for two other key elements of friction fixing. Chapter 2, “Friction Forensics,” digs into figuring out what ought to be hard and what ought to be easy—which is essential for determining where people ought to spend more time and less time, and where to inject more and less friction. Chapters 1 and 2 set the stage for chapter 3, “How Friction Fixers Do Their Work,” where we unpack our “help pyramid,” which ranges from helping people to cope with friction troubles that they can’t remove (at least for now) to implementing local and systemwide changes for the better. Our pyramid helps you decide when redesigning or repairing a broken system is a good use of time. Or when doing so is futile and it’s better to help people keep their dignity intact, to avoid blaming themselves, and to stave off despair and helplessness. And to spend their time finding the least bad paths for traveling through lousy systems rather than squandering time tilting at windmills.

The third conviction is that friction fixing is a craft that we learn, practice, develop, teach, and spread to others. We unpack the details of this craft in chapters 4 through 8. Friction fixers know that their work entails finding, mastering, and applying specific skills and tools, having successes and setbacks that help them refine their craft, and learning from and teaching fellow travelers. That there are no one-size-fits all solutions for the minor hassles and massive messes that they tackle. Fixers develop custom projects that are suited to them, their team, and their organization.

To help you develop this craft, The Friction Project dissects five prevalent and destructive traps: Oblivious Leaders, Addition Sickness, Broken Connections, Jargon Monoxide, and Fast and Frenzied. We devote a chapter to each of these bundles of afflictions. We dig into why each plagues organizations and provide tactics, tools, rituals, and design principles to help you avoid, dampen, and remove each trap—without leaving people feeling frustrated, helpless, or defeated.

In short, too many of our teams and organizations are mired in muck because the wrong things are too easy and the right things are too hard. It doesn’t need to be that way. The Friction Project fortifies you to band together with others to avoid, escape, and remove such obstacles to productivity, innovation, dignity, and sanity. To create a virtuous circle that is stoked by the feeling that, to earn others’ respect and the right to be proud of myself, I’ve got to be part of the friction solution rather than part of the problem.
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THE ELEMENTS OF FRICTION FIXING
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A Trustee of Others’ Time

In August 1940, as his country prepared for waves of attacks by German planes, Winston Churchill set out to address a different enemy. In his 234-word “Brevity” memo,1 he implored his colleagues to “see to it that their Reports are shorter.” The British prime minister urged them to write “short, crisp paragraphs,” to move complex arguments or statistics to appendices, and to stop using “officialese jargon” and “woolly phrases.” A few months later, Churchill asked bureaucrats to hear his “cry of pain” and remember that “the number and length of messages sent by a diplomat are no measure of his efficiency.”

More than seventy years later, we sat down with our teaching team to discuss how to run our “customer-focused innovation” class for sixty executives. As people weighed in with various ideas about the content, our colleague Jeremy Utley suddenly roared, “I hate wasting people’s time. Let’s make every minute good for them.”

During the friction project, we returned to Churchill’s memo and Jeremy’s words again and again because both illustrate a hallmark of skilled friction fixers: being a trustee of other people’s time. Trustees take pride in spotting and removing obstacles that squander people’s time and money, frustrate them, and leave them feeling helpless and exhausted. And they take pride in knowing when to slow down, struggle, or stop—in creating constructive friction.

The Cone of Friction

Trustees are leaders who focus on and fret over who is—and could be—influenced by their powers to make things easier or harder, and whom they might be unwittingly hobbling by their words, deeds, and designs. This zone of potential impact is your “cone of friction.” Churchill used his position as prime minister to press public servants in his cone to practice “short-windedness.” Jeremy pressed our team to eliminate needless boredom, frustration, and downtime for the sixty executives in our “cone.” Dr. Melinda Ashton and her team that launched the Getting Rid of Stupid Stuff program at Hawaii Pacific Health served as trustees of their nurses’, doctors’, and patients’ time.

In 2013, Dropbox CEO Drew Houston and his top team used their powers over all employees of this file-sharing company to cancel hundreds of time-sucking meetings. Employees were wasting so much time in meetings that they kept missing crucial deadlines, especially shipping dates. Drew’s team decided to help Dropbox employees avoid heaping unnecessary meetings on themselves. Dropbox IT folks removed nearly all standing meetings from employees’ calendars and made it impossible for them to add new meetings to their calendars for two weeks. Employees were notified via an email titled “Armeetingeddon has landed.”2 After explaining why their calendars were “a bit light,” the email asked, “Ahhh, doesn’t it feel fantastic?” Dropbox also developed guidelines that included such directives as “schedule meetings if (and only if) other forms of communication won’t cut it” and “invite only key stakeholders, not spectators,” and if people realized a meeting was useless, or they were adding nothing, they were encouraged to leave early.

Trustees also scout for signs that it’s time to inject healthy friction, including when to hit the brakes and slow down or stop. That’s a lesson from research on “stealth CEO factories,” obscure companies that produce scores of successful CEOs for other companies. Consultants Elena Lytinkia Botelho and Sanja Kos found that one of the most productive of these factories is Rohm and Haas3 (a chemical manufacturer now part of Dow Chemical). Companies led by CEOs groomed at Rohm and Haas “performed 67 percent better than those companies did when other CEOs were in charge.”

Rohm and Haas teaches its leaders that when they face a decision with broad and enduring consequences, taking speedy, narrow, and impulsive action is a recipe for disaster. Instead, Rohm and Haas preaches the Five Voices method. Before making a big decision, leaders slow down, do careful research, and talk to people until they understand five key stakeholders: the customer, the employee, the owner, the community, and the process. Time at this leadership finishing school helped alum Pierre Brondeau as CEO of the FMC Corporation. The Five Voices taught him, “It’s not about pleasing your boss—it’s about doing the right thing by your stakeholders.”

Trustees also create red tape that makes the wrong things difficult or impossible to do. For example, the leaders of Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts (the state’s largest private insurer) decided to take action because deaths from opioids in the state increased 45 percent between 2012 and






The Five Commitments

Mottos for Trustees


1. It’s like Mowing the Lawn





2. Organizations Are Malleable Prototypes







3. Celebrate and Reward Doers, Not Posers







Poser Tricks

Hollow Acts That Undermine Friction Fixing




	Promises as substitutes for action. Offering to help fix friction troubles, then behaving—and perhaps believing—that no further effort is required.

	Holding and attending meetings to talk about friction fixing as substitutes for actually doing it.

	Eloquent but useless talk. Spewing out impressive ideas and compelling stories about friction—which are so vague, impractical, or convoluted that no subsequent action or learning results.

	Mission statements and lists of shared values as substitutes for friction fixing.

	Bad-mouthing as a substitute for action. Criticizing, complaining about, and blaming people, traditions, and rules that fuel friction problems—but doing nothing to help with or encourage repairs.

	Training as a symbolic rather substantive response to friction troubles.

	Outsourcing friction fixing efforts to consultants and other fellow posers—so they get the blame for inaction rather than the poser.












4. Focus on Fixing Things, Not Who to Blame













5. Honor People Who Avert Friction Fiascoes, Not Just Firefighters
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