SYNOPSIS








Date:
20 JAN 2002

Title:


The Circle of Innovation
Author:

Peters, Tom

Publisher/Date:
Alfred A. Knopf (New York), 1997

ISBN #:

0-375-40157-1

GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF BOOK:

This book is modeled after the viewgraphs used by the author for his successful lecture series on innovation.  It builds upon earlier works (e.g., A Search for Excellence and A Passion for Excellence), and adds some new concepts to ones in those books.  The author describes this book as about one B-I-G idea, innovation, as a top-line obsession.  He then adds 15 subordinate ideas (b-i-g ideas, in his terminology) that support the top line obsession.  As with all Peters’ books, this one has a lot of fluff, a lot of pizzazz (that sometimes distracts rather than elucidates), but there is enough thought provoking material to make one stop and think.  The information on pages 182 – 185 is especially important to would-be Naval Research Science Advisors (NRSAs), since the attributes described represent attributes desired in NRSAs.

One of Peters’ self-professed roles in life is to attack the status quo, to force change.  In a number of places throughout this book, he notes that some changes fail – and should.  He also notes that not all changes are necessarily good.  The writer of this piece urges the reader to keep this point firmly in mind as some of his concepts are synopsized here.

Chapter one is an introduction.  Chapters two through five discuss deconstructing organizations.  Chapters six through eight discuss putting them back together.  Chapters nine through fifteen answer the question: put them back together to what end?

BY THE NUMBERS

Chapter 1: Distance is Dead

“The death of distance … will probably be the single-most important force shaping society in the first half of [this] century (The Economist).”  Peters notes that no business person is more than 0.6 seconds away from any other business person in today’s world.  Information is available to anyone, anywhere, quickly.  Partners can be in the next cubicle or the next country.  He cites The Economist as saying that the death of distance “will mean that any activity that relies on a screen or a telephone can be carried out anywhere in the world” and notes that the death of distance means the birth of real competition on a global scale.  He asserts that “we are in the midst of the most profound change since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution … perhaps the most profound change since the Chinese more or less invented hierarchy thousands of years ago.”

He calls this the Age of Brainware, and says we are undergoing a revolution in cognitive processing (cites video games, kids’ familiarity with technology, etc.).  

Other concepts discussed include: 

· You can’t cut your way to success (re: downsizing mania)

· Revenue enhancement is the ticket (re: new products and innovation in general)

· Cutting jobs is hard work.  Creating jobs is genius.

· You can’t “improve” your way to success (re: TQL concepts)

· It’s an inadvertent obsession with yesterday’s paradigm

· “Incrementalism is innovation’s worst enemy” (N. Negroponte, MIT Media Lab)

Re: the quote above, Peters’ point is that if you are spending every waking hour trying to improve the current product (or process) then, necessarily, you aren’t spending your energy on what will/should replace the current product/process.  He quotes Kevin Kelly (New Rules For the New Economy): “wealth is not gained by perfecting the known, but by imperfectly seizing the unknown.”

Chapter 2: Destruction is Cool!

“How do you induce innovation?  Simple: decentralize.  What’s the problem with decentralization?  It almost never works.  What’s the solution?  Don’t decentralize.  Destroy!”

Peters asserts that it’s easier to kill (destroy) an organization than to change it.  Some may disagree.  He quotes ones who agree, of course.  There are some concepts that are easier to accept buried within this chapter.  E.g., “selection processes can only work on available diversity”.  Another way to say this is that you can only select from (things, people, projects, …) that are available to select from – duh.  Mastering the obvious taken to a high art form.  Likewise, “unless you do something, you don’t know whether it will work.”  Even he says, “what a simplistic statement!”  It is.  But it’s true, nevertheless.  Finally, to the meat: unless we’re generating new tries (i.e., creating the diversity from which to choose), we won’t have much to select from – and this is the role of innovation.  Finally, it ties together.

 “Synergy is a snare and a delusion.”  This writer’s opinion is to beware of Peters’ usage of the word “synergy” here – he is using it in a way that Webster wouldn’t.  Specifically, he is discussing the particular case of acquisitions of multiple companies, with different main foci, that detract from the parent company’s primary business.  E.g., PepsiCo’s acquisition of different restaurant chains (KFC, Taco Bell and Pizza Hut) that detracted from the main business – doing battle with Coca Cola.  He notes that PepsiCo divested themselves of this division to concentrate on the soft drink business.  I contend that this is not the generally-accepted usage of synergy, i.e., bringing multiple elements together to create more knowledge, a better final result, etc., through collaboration and sharing information.  Anyway, his point is the (very) old business saw: know your business, and do your business.  Distractions are bad for business.  No news here.  He then goes on to ask: so, what does work?  And answers his own question by saying: acquiring talent.  Sounds like synergy to me …

Regarding efficiency, Peters says to forget it: “Waste rules!  Inefficiency rules!”  His intent: not to dismiss efficiency out of hand, but to get the reader to consider that the pursuit of efficiency, of itself, runs counter to the pursuit of innovation, which requires an inefficient, “wasteful” process.  After all, the book is about innovation, not efficiency.

Finally, he asks “so what works best? “  And answers “Destruction.”

Chapter 3: You Can’t Live Without an Eraser

In very few words, the concept of this chapter is that we need to forget old ideas to allow innovative ideas to spring into being.  He quotes various authorities who have studied how people with powerfully entrenched ideas/concepts/products batten down the hatches and actively resist innovation (i.e., new ideas, concepts, or products), refusing to try to understand them, condemning them, and trying to kill them before they even are born.  He says that “time after time the industry leader reacts to the threat of change … by polishing yesterday’s apple.”

A key concept of this chapter is: “somebody’s going to do you in.  The only question: will it be a competitor … or you?”  He cites some “rules” to Silicon Valley success:

· Tolerance of Failure (it’s a badge of honor)

· Tolerance of Treachery (switching companies; there’s no such thing as loyalty)

· Pursuit of Risk (1:20 hits the jackpot.  You miss 100% of the shots you don’t take)

· Willingness to Reinvest

· Enthusiasm for Change

· Promotion on Merit

· Obsession with Product

· Openness to Collaboration

· Variety, Variety, Variety

· Anybody Can Play

Peters says forget “blockbusters.”  They are few and far between, and no one knows they’re blockbusters until after the fact – it takes time to find that out, and it can’t be predicted.  Rather, he quotes Gordon Bell (of Microsoft fame) as saying “support all forms of radical applications that show promise in changing the very nature of the [business].  Experiment!”  Again, the premise is innovation vice continual improvement.  He quotes Schrage as saying “Effective prototyping may be the most valuable ‘core competence’ an innovative organization can hope to have.”  

Next, Peters’ says to forget the rules.  Stick your neck out – way out.  It may get chopped off, but innovation doesn’t occur if someone doesn’t do this.  He says “The mad do often (usually!) fail.  Yet they are responsible for ALL the world’s great successes.”  He quotes George Bernard Shaw: “All great truths began as blasphemies.”

Finally, Peters takes aim at the last old adage and says “forget professionalism.”  Again, the words are designed to shock, but if one reads past the shock value, you find he is changing the rules (that appears to be one of the rules …).  He isn’t saying this in the way we would usually mean, but differently: he means that professional service people (that’s all of us) “are paid to provoke.  Period.”  (emphasis original).  He’s trying to provoke – thought.  In this same vein, he says forget balance – go for tension.  Forget consensus, go for diversity.  Forget right and wrong, many answers are both at the same time.  

Chapter 4: We Are All Michaelangelos

This chapter describes the concept of each of us being our own business unit.  He also discusses the role of trust between a leader and followers as being a prerequisite for change.  What does it take to have this trust?

· The leader’s respect for the followers

· Trust

· Leader as a “relentless architect of the possibilities of human beings” (Zander)

· Leader who allows group members to discover their own greatness (Bennis & Biederman)

· An ability to improvise on a theme (c.f., Jamming by John Kao)

· A coach/conductor (= leader, above)

Peters says that in today’s world, excellence – and innovation – really are about being “loose” and “tight” at the same time.  He uses war as an analogy (from his Army days in Vietnam): the tight part is going to basic training, learning to do all the things you’re supposed to do.  The loose part is the improvisation that occurs when bullets start flying in earnest.  Chaos and order – “chaordic”, per Dee Hock.

Chapter 5: Welcome to the White-collar Revolution

Peters cites Hammer as saying that the first several decades of the computer revolution amounted to “paving the cow paths” – using new technologies to automate yesterday’s outdated methods.  He says that we now are beginning to conceive completely new organizations (enabled by the new technology).  

This chapter discusses the value added concept (but doesn’t call it that).  Peters says, you either add value or you’re out.  He also discusses time management – not the techniques one would get in a time management course, but the concept of “do I need a time management course?” – and concludes that, yes, we all probably need that, since time is all we have.  This has never been more true than in a service economy – one in which the time we spend [on a project, ..] is the only value we have.  He says “don’t let distraction after distraction drag you away from” your important [projects] … resulting in another day in which important projects don’t get attended to (again).  He suggests focusing on two – three, at the most – projects, every day, faithfully.  

He discusses the concept of power, from a very personal perspective.  He notes that powerlessness is often (almost always) a state of mind, and quotes that famous philosopher Rosanne Barr: “Nobody gives you power.  You have to take it.”  He cites well-known examples of people with no official “power” who changed the world: Ghandi, King, Mandela.  He talks about personal responsibility: “if I don’t do something, nothing is going to get better.”  And he notes that we’re talking about our own careers here – we have an all-important stake.  It’s your life.  You have choices.  You have power, if you’ll take it.

Pages 182 – 185 list and discuss attributes NFFTIO desires in a Naval Research Science Advisor:

· Towering competence

· A projects-is-life attitude and approach to work

· A client service obsession

· A networker extraordinaire

· Self reliant, but still a team player

Chapter 6: All Value Comes From Professional Services

“Life = Client Service.  Period.”   See pages 216 and 217 for a bullet list of “do’s” related to this thought.  Few are new.  Most are duplicative, honestly.  There are a few biggies:

· Think client

· Do whatever it takes

· Think marketing

· Think R&D

· Train!  Train!  Train!  (in project creation, in problem solving, in implementation, in client relations and client development, in rolodexing, …)

· Challenge!  Challenge!  Challenge!

· Rigorously evaluate talent after every project 

Chapter 7: The Intermediary is Doomed

This chapter discusses the massive “flattening” that Peters believes will occur in almost every organization in the foreseeable future.  Technology will allow customers and clients to “be inside” the enterprise, eliminating “the intermediary”  -- what used to be called middle management.  He hints at the use of temps, even for high-competency jobs – quoting a Wall Street Journal headline “More Law Firms Turn to Temps with LL. D.s”  The bottom line: “organizations as we have known them are losing their shape and substance … literally.”  

Peters discusses the concept of temporary, but strategic, alliances, and some attributes of the same.  He discusses “strategic synergy”, even though he discounted synergy in an earlier chapter.  That’s Peters, though, inconsistent and proud of it.  Where he shines is the bottom line: he notes that alliances are about human relationships, centered on trust among equals.  

Chapter 8: The System is the Solution

Peters states that systems are more important today than ever.  In fact, he says that the “disembodied organization [of today] demands great systems.  And therein lies the rub.  Most systems are jury-rigged, bogged down in detail.”  He says we need new ways to think about systems, in addition to the systems themselves.  And he says that these new systems must take into account the “social side.”  This is a new way of thinking about systems, and he’s probably right on the money here.  As people get further and further apart physically, how information is transferred, to whom, when, etc., become very important.  He brings up a new concept, one studied by psychologists – when people send out blanket emails to many people, who gets the response?  The answer: not the highest IQ types, but people with high emotional quotients; i.e., the ones with the best social skills (thus the best networks of people).  Another factor noted is that “wasted time” actually increases productivity.  Specifically, informal chat time among members of the group is required for productivity; reduce it and reduce results.  This holds true around the water cooler and across the electronic network. 

Chapter 9: Create Waves of Lust

Commoditization isn’t inevitable.  In a world where professional services are “it”, becoming a commodity is death.  Everything is becoming the same; there’s no differentiation among products or services.  What do we do?  Make each product or service stand out in some way – make it special, unique, different.  Create waves of lust for your product or service.  Quoting Jerry Garcia (he of the Grateful Dead): “You do not want to be considered just the best of the best.  You want to be considered the only ones who do what you do (emphasis original).” 

Concept: “the delivery of a professional service is absolutely, positively, nothing more than the delivery of [yourself].”   What that means to me: each of us is unique, thus the service we deliver can be unique, if we make it so.  

Peters says “Follow WOW! (Not the Customer).”  Again, beware a cursory view of his choice of words.  Taken literally, almost everyone will say – if you don’t meet the customer’s requirements, you’re dead.  Peters goes deeper.  What he means is that customers rarely ask for anything completely new (WOW!).  Rather, they ask for improvements to what they already have.  Obviously, their business needs must be met, but you can meet them with “ho hum” or you can meet them with “WOW!”  Pick WOW!  Surprise them.  Delight them.  

Chapter 10: Tommy Hilfiger Knows

This chapter is about creating a “brand” – something that identifies you uniquely, and is widely known by your target audience.  This is Peters’ answer to the following problem: if you build it (even a great “it”), they won’t necessarily come.  He says “Branding is nothing more (and nothing less) than creating a distinct personality … and telling the world about it … by hook or by crook.”  He cites research showing that branding is really about creating a “memorable sensory experience” and discusses some of what goes into such experiences.  He highly recommends Bernd Schmitt and Alex Simonson’s book, Marketing Aesthetics.

Chapter 11: Become a Connoisseur of Talent

Obvious, but … referring to innovation: “You say you don’t want emotional, volatile, and unpredictable, just imaginative?  Sorry, they only come in a package … I can offer you a dedicated, loyal, honest, realistic, knowledgeable package, but the imagination bit will be rather limited” (Pitcher, The Drama of Leadership).  Peters says “To do something out of step requires an out of step person … in an environment that nourishes the out of step.  That’s not to say the average out of step person is an automatic source of successful products or services.  Most of the out of step people are … simply … out of step.  And they fail.   On the other hand, all the world’s successes are due to the determined efforts – politics or products – of those fanatical/crazy few.”

Peters discusses the value of inexperience.  He quotes Peter Carbonera of Fast Company, whose hiring concept is:

· What you know changes; who you are doesn’t

· Hire for attitude; train for skill

· You can’t find what you’re not looking for

· Look for explicit skills (flexibility, …); advertise for it

· The best way to evaluate people is to watch them work

· What people say they can do and what they really can do may not be the same

· If looking for a specific skill, test for it in a real work situation/simulation

· You can’t hire people who don’t apply

· Cast a wide net; attract attention; attract applicants; go for diversity

Delving deeper into people, Peters cites the work of Howard Gardner regarding seven types of human intelligence:

· Logical-mathematical (logic-smart)

· Linguistic (word smart)

· Spatial (picture smart)

· Musical (music smart)

· Kinesthetic (body smart)

· Interpersonal (people smart)

· Intrapersonal (self smart)

Peters’ point: know that different types of intelligence exist, at different levels in different people.  Seek out the type that fits your needs, and select for it.  In a talent-based enterprise (Peters says that’s all there will be in the near future), we need to hire talent in this deeper way.  I.e., leaders, and those who hire, must become connoisseurs of talent.  Then, after talent, look for that “fire in their eyes,” a passion for the work.

Chapter 12: It’s a Woman’s World

This chapter discusses changing demographics: the number of women in the workplace, at what levels, their decision making impacts – at work and at home – etc.  Peters cites a number of statistics and says “American women are, in effect, the largest ‘national’ economy on earth.”  The bottom line: “Women are Opportunity No. 1!”  He briefly touches on recent history and states that “while equality was hardly reached, we have moved … in that direction.  But equality doesn’t mean that men and women are the same … Men and women are different … Understand the differences.”  Peters identifies some fundamental differences between men and women – their thought and decision-making processes, their interactions with other people, etc., and highlights some of the differences that make women “better managers than men.”  

Chapter 13: Little Things Are the Only Things

This chapter touches mainly on design – what differentiates products that are essentially the same in technology and price.  Peters cites Robert Hayes of Harvard Business School: “Fifteen years ago, companies competed on prices.  Today it’s quality.  Tomorrow it’s design.”  

Picking up on an earlier theme, Peters quotes Lasdon: “Our job is to give the client, on time and on cost, not what he wants, but what he never dreamed he wanted; and when he gets it, he recognizes it as something he wanted all the time.”  Peters says this is the result of great design.  

Chapter 14: Love All, Serve All

Great service is the greatest innovation.  Awesome service is the best kept secret of success.  All the little things (see previous chapter) can add up to great service.  And when it comes to customer service, it’s the front line that counts.  Hire smiles.  Hire “thank you.”  Take such stuff very seriously.

Chapter 15: We’re Here To Live Life Out Loud

Peters makes the case for passion – at work, at home, everywhere in our lives.  In particular, and related to the theme of this book, Peters asserts that “Innovation Demands Passion!”  That Passion demands truth.  And that passion demands people: “People stuff is real stuff.  People stuff is the only stuff.”  
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