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preface

You’re a CEO, manager, executive, or HR leader in your company, and you want your company, your team, and your department to be fantastic. In fact, you’d like your company to be so great people consider it “irresistible.” They can’t wait to come to work in the morning, whether that’s in the office, at home, or on the road. They love to tell their friends who they work for. And they never want to leave.

Isn’t this what work should be all about—finding a job at a company with a mission that makes you feel purposeful and fulfilled? Finding a manager who really cares and helps but who also stays out of the way? And finding a company that teaches you things; looks after its employees, its customers, and its communities; cares for the planet; and does great things for the world?

That company is irresistible.

Is it even possible to create such a place?

I think it is. And I’m going to show you how.





introduction

Today’s world of work is filled with paradoxes.

The economy is growing, but it’s harder to hire than ever.

Companies spend billions on benefits and perks, yet employee anxiety and stress are at an all-time high.

Artificial intelligence, robotics, and automation are everywhere, yet we work more hours and get less sleep.

We can reach others in seconds from anywhere, but we feel isolated and lonely, particularly when working from home in today’s flexible work environment.

What in the world is going on?

During the past 25 years, I’ve devoted my life to studying these issues. As a research analyst, I’ve led more than 100 studies of corporate talent, leadership, and HR practices and talked with thousands of employers, consultants, and software vendors.

What I see now is clear: our economy is in the third inning of a revolutionary change in the way businesses are run. We are in the middle of redefining the principles of management and even the role of businesses as environmental stewards and champions of diversity and inclusion. The way we define jobs, the way we organize our teams, the role of leaders, and the way we pay people are transforming.

And the result? Lots of worries about recruiting frontline workers, the role of hybrid work, employee wellbeing, and creating a sense of trust. Can an outside force fix all these problems? Absolutely not—the foundation of transformation lies in management: how we manage, organize, and empower our people.

One could argue that these are economic issues driven by the change in the economy—that if we grow the economy, reduce taxes, and create more jobs, these problems will go away. Well, I really disagree. As Jonathan Sacks describes eloquently in his book Morality, no amount of GDP growth can solve the problems we face today.1 The solutions all come down to management.

While a small number of “hyperwinning” companies are rocketing ahead in revenue and profits, many businesses struggle to keep pace. While we as employees live longer than ever, our companies die at record-breaking rates. The average age of an S&P 500 company is less than 18 years, compared to 61 years in 1958. In 2027, three-quarters of S&P 500 companies will have disappeared.2

What should we do to fix this? Well, there are lots of experiments going on. The entire pandemic has seen a series of new ideas being tested on workers at all levels. This is not a new phenomenon: people have been tweaking the “employee experience” for decades. I can tell you that some of these experiments are working and others are not—and I am pretty sure I know why.

Driven by a series of lightning-fast changes in technology, globalization, and social consciousness around the world, the rules of business have changed, resulting in an extraordinarily profound rethinking of where, how, when, and even why people work today.

A failure to appreciate this transformation will culminate in an organization that is, well, resistible. I’m offering the opposite in this book: seven management principles that will truly make your company irresistible—more focused, purposeful, and aligned. Your company will become more agile, more responsive, and more profitable. But even better, your employees, customers, and other stakeholders will be drawn to your company like magnets.

Why use the word “irresistible” to describe my goal? Quite simply because the essential theme of this book is to unleash the power of the human spirit. Each individual, at every level of your company, is capable of doing more important and more valuable things than ever before. If you make your company irresistible, these individuals will contribute, innovate, and grow. If you fall behind and your people feel frustrated, uneasy, unhealthy, or disconnected, they will slow you down, get in the way, and undermine your company in ways you may not be aware of.

In this book, I am going to reveal seven secrets of the most employee-focused organizations across the world. These are essentially fundamental management values: strategies and philosophies that embrace the power of every individual. They leverage the need for speed, the technologies of today, flexible work arrangements in the new hybrid workspace, and the social and cultural issues of our time. Each embodies an evolution of management thinking with a vision for a higher performing, more engaged organization ahead.

But let me warn you, this is not as easy as it sounds. You can’t just copy the programs or innovations of others. In my studies of more than 5,000 companies from around the world, under 10 percent are irresistible today. These are not young companies, tech companies, or companies in any particular industry—they’re companies that understand these seven principles and work on them day after day, quarter after quarter, and year after year.

Now is your chance to join them.

Let’s get started.





1 teams, not hierarchy

“Form ever follows function.”

LOUIS SULLIVAN, ARCHITECT, 1896

For hundreds of years, a time-tested system of management stood firm—the hierarchy. Founders built companies and hired and organized employees into top-down order. It was safe, rewarding, and predictable. Each individual had a boss; there was a functional and predictable career plan; and business executives would organize, measure, and manage themselves into these functional hierarchical units. Most companies are still managed this way.3

The traditional functional hierarchy dates back to the Industrial Revolution. During the turn of the century, as the United States shifted from an agrarian to an industrial economy, businesses needed a way to scale, so companies invented systems of management, functional specialization, and hierarchy. Masses of untrained people were moving to urban centers from farms with little to no experience working in large organizations. Management and labor were strictly segregated. Detailed job descriptions told employees exactly what was required, and bosses made sure they completed their tasks.

It all made sense—back when industrial scale was key. But as soon as the game shifted to speed and innovation and the workforce became dominated by service workers, these structural constructs held businesses back. Not only do hierarchies slow down decision-making, but they also hurt people’s aspirations. Employees might not feel able to achieve their full potential when there are dozens of layers on top of them. Enter the idea of agency. Today’s efforts to better engage employees are rooted in the need to help people achieve their individual aspirations.

Winning strategies have shifted from seeking industrial scale to seeking what John Hagel and John Brown call “scalable learning,”4 because we live in a world where time to market and speed of iteration win. While your company may have a strong brand, distribution network, or customer base, a competitor can quickly build a better mousetrap and reach your customers through an app, cloud subscription software offering, or other digital experience. If you don’t learn quickly, your scale becomes a disadvantage.

Some organizations continue to retain their hierarchies, compelled by a perceived need to protect executive power, positions, and careers. This is increasingly not the case at irresistible companies.

Business and service delivery models are changing faster than ever. We sell products and services in a digital way, forcing us to organize around customer segments, services, delivery centers, and innovation units that design new features. And we need to iterate quickly: we don’t have time to traverse the hierarchy every time we want to make a decision.

We are all in the service business. The way I like to think of it, a digital business is not one that builds a lot of apps; it’s a business that meets customers where they are. This means letting people click, view, order, and interact with you instantaneously, creating a need for services teams that have immediate access to data, are highly skilled and engaged, and have the tools and productive environment to respond quickly.

How did we get here? It’s actually quite simple: technology crept up on us. It changed the business landscape, and we are still trying to adapt. We have phones that can read our facial expressions, interpret the sentiments behind our spoken words, and instantly share personal information with anyone in the world. Households have Amazon or Google listening devices and smart thermostats, cars, and security systems that wirelessly transmit data to homeowners.

We as consumers adapt to technology quickly. Walk down any street and you’ll see people reading news on their phones, conducting video calls, buying or selling products on apps, or using electronic maps to find a location. Meta (previously Facebook), Google, Apple, and Amazon have become trillion-dollar companies because they have learned how to tap into the human desire to connect, to be discovered, and to gratify our own egos.

Today’s new business drivers—speed, agility, engagement, and empowerment—have created a new organization model, one I call the “network of teams.” Fundamental to this definition are two ideas: first, that teams are the center of work; and, second, that the company operates as a network (not as a hierarchy).

While most organization charts have not changed much over the years, with cascading controls not far removed from yesteryear’s hierarchies, in reality, people work in cross-functional teams. There are design teams, sales teams, business unit teams, manufacturing teams, and dozens of other different cross-functional teams. I can assure you it’s possible to formalize, manage, and organize this way—with tremendous scale, power, and employee success—in a flexible work environment.

Teams make sense for many reasons: they are more engaging, they are quick to form and disband, and over time they generate camaraderie and trust. Just as sports teams operate with clear roles and values, business teams can do the same. In today’s irresistible companies, teams are multidisciplinary and demographically diverse, clearly defined and measured, and supported with artifacts, measurement tools, and infrastructure to perform successfully.

Think about what CEOs want most of all. They ask, “How fast can we innovate? How do we reduce our time to market? What’s the quickest way to solve customer problems? What can we do to reduce cost?” Teams solve these problems.

“In the industrial era, management was very much [centered] around command and control,” said Janice Semper, senior advisor and executive coach at Boston Consulting Group.5 “When you come into the digital era, leading others takes on a completely different set of behaviors and mindsets. It’s really about, how [do] you provide context for teams, how do you coach, how do you inspire them, how do you put the right team in place, […] develop them, and give them the room to go?”

Why do small teams work well? When people operate in small, empowered groups, they gain a sense of trust. In small teams, employees get to know one another and feel a sense of collective ownership, enabling them to design things faster, serve customers better, and iterate more quickly. Amazon, known as a ruthless competitor, operates this way. Teams form, they grow, they take advantage of shared services, and, if they fail, they go away. It’s all part of the design. (Incidentally, academic studies show that the optimum team size is between four and five,6 but this varies by project.)

In a world of perpetual disruption, the 2021 Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends report cites teams and teaming as a survival strategy. “Teaming [during the pandemic] became a life raft for talent and organizational strategies […] because teams are built for adaptability rather than predictability and stability,” the report states.7

Teams learn and adapt faster than individual workers by challenging each team member to come up with more creative ideas. As organizations shift their focus to learning, they will increase their reliance on teams to navigate uncertainty and generate growth.

We know that a strong team outperforms a strong individual. Look at any sports league to see how a losing team becomes a winning team when the right coach comes along. My local Golden State Warriors basketball team is a good example: while each player is amazing in his own right, he is essentially equivalent to top players in other teams. It is the way the team works together that has helped put the Warriors in the National Basketball Association (NBA) championship match four times in the last five years, which they won three times.

An irresistible company knows this. It facilitates and supports people moving from project to project, from team to team, and from office to home. It lets people bring their A games—their skills and capabilities—anywhere they are most needed. Employees connect through technical and professional networks to build skills rapidly through peer coaching, project experience, and senior technical support. Leaders succeed through making connections and winning “followership” rather than through power and tenure. People are evaluated based on their contributions to the team, not rigid performance goals and once-a-year reviews.

During the global coronavirus pandemic (which I call “The Big Reset”), teams came together at speed. While many companies thought they would go out of business in the early months, in only a few quarters teams were redesigning work, redesigning customer service, and redesigning offerings. Employees solved problems in days or weeks, compared to the traditional lengthy processes to gain buy-in and to agree on solutions in a hierarchical structure.

Teams at PepsiCo, for example, developed a virtual onboarding program in four weeks that might have taken six months in the past.8 The problem was simple—enable new employees to onboard virtually while offices were closed. The team agreed on the focus of the project in hours, focusing on speed first, followed by iterative improvements drawn from pulse surveys and open feedback. A highly organized central listening team ensured all input was continually analyzed. This agile approach is common among start-up software companies but rare in large global corporations.

Other forward-looking companies like Taj Hotels, Microsoft, Unilever, Telstra, Amazon, General Motors (GM), Cleveland Clinic, ING Group, Cisco, Google, and ANZ Bank are training people for team leadership in today’s highly flexible, dispersed environment, resulting in growth, innovation, and renewed employee passion. The practice is spreading.


WHAT IS A TEAM? WHAT IS A NETWORK OF TEAMS?

These sound like simple questions, but they’re important. Let me begin with a definition:


A team is a highly interdependent group of people that comes together in a physical or virtual setting to plan work, solve problems, make decisions, and review progress toward a specific goal.



This definition leaves room for many different types of teams. A team of nurses that runs an emergency room is completely different from a team of engineers remotely building a new software product using online tools. They have a few common characteristics:


	Teams have a clear mission or goal; they are not just an institutionalized group or department.

	Teams are dependent on each member, not a collection of single workers.

	Teams can form, endure a long time, and be disbanded easily.

	Teams have a leader, who may or may not be a manager.

	Teams are demographically diverse and multifunctional; they may include design, operations, engineering, staff, administration, and other roles.



Unlike a functional hierarchy (in which people are grouped by function, or the type of work they do), teams form to achieve a result—so their loyalty is to the mission, not to the leader. Leaders oversee teams, coordinate roles, stay cognizant of everyone’s feelings, and handle communication. In a software company that provides file storage, for example, a team might be responsible for the mobile application that displays and manages photos. It could have engineers, designers, a project manager, and a manager. The manager would make sure the team coordinates with other teams.

A network of teams means that teams operate in groups, although not necessarily in a hierarchical way. Teams can be combined into squads, tribes, and chapters, as they are in agile software development teams, depending on their dependency on others or the constituencies they serve.

Generally, a squad is a team of fewer than 10 people, with a product owner responsible for the team’s output and its overall success with its customers. A tribe is a grouping of squads, pulled together into a larger program or project. So, if you’re a bank branch, the loan department may be a squad and the branch itself may be a tribe. Tribes may have as many as 150 people, keeping the size around the size of the Dunbar number—the maximum number of people that can know each other well in an organization.9

At ING, for example, the local-branch bank function is a tribe, and customer service, operations, and other functions are also tribes. As previously stated, tribes are not necessarily hierarchical but are instead more like affinity groups or teams of teams. They bring squads together to coordinate more closely with adjacent squads.

In IT departments, teams frequently work on software implementations or on the development of new systems. They are often part of a tribe of teams implementing other applications, which means they can coordinate their decisions.

There are two other groupings in the agile model. A chapter is a group of people with the same role. So, within a bank, there may be salespeople in each squad who share ideas and solutions across the tribe. This system lets all the sales, marketing, or operations staff across tribes work together within the branch.

The last grouping in the agile model is a guild, which is essentially a grouping of people across the whole company who have a common interest. For example, all first-line managers may make up the first-line management guild, since they all need training and help with supervision. Or all the graphic designers in the company could be a guild, since they want to share tools, designs, and color schemes.

As you reconsider this structural model, many other practices become clear.

First, teams must be aligned by the organizational culture and a set of team practices companies often formalize. Liberty Mutual Insurance, for example, built an entire management system to facilitate teams, originally called the Liberty Management System (LMS).10 It specifies how teams are formed, how teams operate, how they measure themselves, and how they communicate with others.

LMS offers a common way of working across the global enterprise, from planning how to deliver value for customers and engaging people to improve how they work by sharing best practices, to continuously improving to compete in a constantly changing marketplace.

At Atlassian, Google, W.L. Gore, UnitedHealth Group, and other companies, a group within HR is dedicated to coaching teams, training team leaders, and building tools to make teams more productive. (Atlassian became famous for its ShipIt hackathons, in which employees are encouraged to drop their normal work for 24 hours to spend time on a creative project of their choosing. Today, the Atlassian Team Playbook gives teams exercises and guides to learn how to work well together.11)

Second, a network of teams reduces hierarchy, eliminating a lot of the up-and-down communication that wastes time. In most functional hierarchies, middle managers exist to “get in the middle” of decisions and arbitrate priorities and budgets. Within a circle, on the other hand, a team will make decisions, while the team leader maintains alignment with the network of teams in an open and transparent way. The team values people by skill, not by role; for example, one executive told me they reduced the number of levels in the company from 40 to 9 as they mobilized into teams.

This is not an uncommon practice. In the Iraq War, for example, General Stanley McChrystal appointed liaison officers to make sure teams were coordinated. These officers were individuals with particularly strong relationship skills who provided coordinated intelligence to make sure teams would connect and receive correct real-time information. Similarly, team-centric companies use tools such as objectives and key results (OKRs, described in greater detail later), transparent goals, and whiteboards (both virtual and real) to make sure everyone knows what other teams are working on.

To maintain functional expertise, individuals are loyal to their function as well as to their team and are promoted based on experience, skills, reputation, and relationships—not based on hierarchy within the team. The team itself is flat. In most software companies, for example, designers report to their project leaders and also to a chief of design or head of design for career direction, development, and standards.

Third, in a network of teams, people easily move from team to team. As a project is formed or completed, there is a team start-up process and a team shutdown process. At W.L. Gore, Cisco, Meta, SAP, and Unilever, people work on multiple teams at once, and they have coaches, career advisors, or managers to help them decide which teams to join over time. People are sought out to join teams based on their reputation and skills, which encourages them to focus on expertise, not on politics, to succeed.

Fourth, there must be people, infrastructure, and a culture focused on information-sharing and collective intelligence across teams. Such communication often takes place through short, daily standup meetings; information portals; and squad or tribe leaders who make sure teams are coordinated and aware. Meetings focus on coordination and information-sharing, leaving detailed decisions to the teams themselves.




BREAKOUT: TEAM INTELLIGENCE SYSTEMS

The U.S. Army built an AI-based intelligence system to help fighting teams gain real-time information during the Iraq War. The system, as it was described by one of its architects, could give you useful information; for example, it might say, “The third house on this block is likely to have a terrorist inside based on activity 10 minutes ago.” This technology essentially shares intelligence between teams in real time. In sales, marketing, and other functions, we can build similar systems using new tools such as Microsoft Teams, Slack, and Workplace from Meta.



Finally, companies optimize teams based on the project, mission, goals, and individuals involved. A well-run team has a clear lifespan, allows employees to perform at their best, supports and helps team members grow, and gives employees a sense of empowerment, progress, and independence. Teams are held accountable for their goals, and when they start to fail, they can be easily adjusted or disbanded.

Teams generally fall into several distinct types (see Figure 1.1).

How are companies making the shift from hierarchies to teams? At Southwest Airlines, the flight crew is the team and the pilot is the leader. Each crew has the responsibility and the authority to promote safety, timely travel, and the happiness of its passengers. This structure not only drives financial performance; it also makes for more engaged employees. Southwest remains one of the most profitable airlines, with a Glassdoor rating 18 percent above its peers.12

Ritz Carlton creates teams around each individual property. A general manager leads each property and organizes employees into hospitality teams, services teams, finance teams, and others. The company prides itself on empowerment and training, famous for its credo, “We are ladies and gentlemen serving ladies and gentlemen.” This services-team approach delivers some of the highest levels of employee and customer engagement in the industry.13



FIGURE 1.1: TYPICAL TYPES OF TEAMS



	TEAM TYPE

	WHAT IT DOES

	HOW IT FUNCTIONS

	OUTPUT AND GOALS






	DESIGN

	Designs products, software, or other services

	May use agile practices for creative and often technical purposes

	New products, systems, designs, applications, and modules




	MANUFACTURING

	Manages manufacturing processes and equipment

	Divides work based on processes while maintaining quality, safety, and productivity

	Process output, quality, safety, efficiency, and resource utilization




	SERVICE DELIVERY

	Serves internal or external stake-holders

	Defines customer needs and organizes around quality, scale, and ethos of service

	Service quality, speed, customer feedback, and continuous improvement




	SALES AND MARKETING

	Develops campaigns, serves customers, closes deals, and develops brand awareness and leads

	Segments the market, organizes to serve customers or market priorities, and communicates and sells to clients or prospects

	Revenue, leads, brand, market share, and public relations




	FINANCE, OPERATIONS, AND MONITORING

	Monitors operations, performs financial analysis, and measures work to ensure it is on track and on budget

	Defines metrics, develops models, and helps “operationalize” and monitor work to help team leaders improve their performance

	Output per dollar, budget compliance, profitability, productivity, and a variety of other measures




	INFRASTRUCTURE

	Develops and supports infrastructure and microservices other teams need to succeed

	Manages facilities, technology services, security, data, and other services that make all other teams more effective

	Constant understanding of what holds teams back and development of new tools and models to help teams succeed






SOURCE: THE JOSH BERSIN COMPANY, 2021

Unilever’s emphasis on agile teams was instrumental in shifting its business profile to serve a surging demand for hygiene products at the beginning of the pandemic. “Having studied what was happening in China in the last months of 2019, we were able to shift nearly 30 percent of products to clean faces and hands in March [2020] in less than three weeks,” said Jeroen Wels, Unilever executive vice








AN ICONIC HISTORY: REDUCING HIERARCHY AT IBM
















the innovation: agile principles at the core










PRINCIPLES OF THE AGILE MANIFESTO


	1 Satisfy customers with early and continuous delivery of valuable software.

	2 Welcome changing requirements, even in late development.

	3 Deliver working software frequently (in weeks rather than in months).

	4 Businesspeople and developers should cooperate closely and daily.

	5 Build projects around motivated individuals, who should be trusted.

	6 Face-to-face conversation is the best form of communication (colocation).

	7 Working software is the primary measure of progress.

	8 Develop sustainably to maintain a constant pace.

	9 Pay continuous attention to technical excellence and design.

	10 Simplicity—the art of maximizing the amount of work not done—is essential.

	11 The best architectures, requirements, and designs emerge from self-organizing teams.

	12 Regularly, the team reflects on how to become more effective and adjusts accordingly.














BREAKOUT: IBM USES AGILE IN HR






HOW DO WE MAKE TEAMS WORK AT SCALE?





INSTILLING AUTONOMY, MASTERY, AND PURPOSE




PROVIDING AN ABILITY TO SEE PROGRESS




CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT OF SAFETY AND TRUST



	1 Psychological safety: Can we take risks on this team without feeling insecure or embarrassed?

	2 Dependability: Can we count on each other to do high-quality work on time?

	3 Structure and clarity: Are goals, roles, and execution plans on our team clear?

	4 Meaning of work: Are we working on something that is personally important for each of us?

	5 Impact of work: Do we fundamentally believe that the work we’re doing matters?28





FORMING THEIR OWN WORK PRACTICES





INCLUDING DEEP KNOWLEDGE OF THE ORGANIZATION




DEVELOPING AN ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE THAT SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE




CREATING A CULTURE OF FEEDBACK




BUILDING A CLEAR SENSE OF PURPOSE






how to get started



	1 Are we able to build cross-functional teams quickly when we need to solve problems? Why not, and what gets in our way? Culture? Rewards? Management?

	2 Do our teams talk with each other and share information so they don’t duplicate solutions or work at cross-purposes? Why or why not?

	3 Do we have any standard tools to help teams form and work together? Do we have a set of practices, tools, or systems to help new leaders create and manage teams?

	4 Can people in our organization move from organization to organization without peril or risk? Is talent mobility rewarded, or is it considered a risky move? Why or why not?

	5 Can we identify the highest-performing teams and understand what they have in common that low-performing teams don't? Do we have any standards or practices we can share?

	6 Will our leadership let go of their power and ownership to let teams flourish and grow, with specialists as leaders? Are they incentivized to support such structures? Why or why not?





how to get it right




PHYSICAL AND VIRTUAL PROXIMITY: WORKING FACE-TO-FACE
















GREAT TEAMS ARE SMALL





COORDINATION: REMOVE SILOS BETWEEN TEAMS






ORGANIZING AND NETWORKING TEAMS


















ORGANIZING TEAMS AT SCALE: THE SPOTIFY AND ING MODELS








	Sprint projects done in four- to six-week segments, which let people finish work on a regular basis and feel a sense of progress

	Standup meetings every day: 15 minutes a day during which everyone shares what they are doing, giving everyone a chance to talk and feel like part of the team

	Shared whiteboards (using tools such as Trello and Asana) where people can visually see what others are doing

	A system to manage microtasks, which forces teams to build user “stories” that describe the experiences teams are trying to create

	Collaboration and messaging systems (Slack, Microsoft Teams, Workplace from Meta, HipChat, etc.) where people can quickly ask each other questions and share information

	Physical pods where people spend face time together so people can easily reach out and talk with one another

	Clearly defined roles to delineate tasks in a fair, well-organized way

	Cross-squad movement, in which people move from pod to pod or squad to squad over time, learning how to work together and gaining a shared culture

	Feedback tools and coaching, enabling people to raise issues and make sure problems are resolved quickly








	
	
	





	
	
	



	
	
	



















THE AGILE MODEL WORKS: IT ENGAGES AND EMPOWERS PEOPLE
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