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The Book at a Glance

The mythological phoenix arose from its ashes every 500 years. In
this era of revolutionary change, corporations must get on a faster
track to rebirth. The Phoenix Agenda provides that track.

For hard-pressed managers desperately seeking new skills that will
enable them to aid in the rebirth of their corporations, The Phoenix
Agenda offers an exciting choice:

You could work like this: Or this:

Administer bureaucracy. Manage for action.

Resist change. Show courage.

Crave comfort. Take risks.

Collapse the business. Renew the business.

Follow the rules. Be a master of possibility.

Be a prisoner of fixed Create new assumptions.
assumptions.

L oxi



Preface

Exist in fear. Live in freedom.
Manipulate and control others.  Attract and empower others.
Perpetuate pain. Forgive enemies.

Conduct business as usual. Start a whole new ball game.

The choices on the left reflect the old way of managing. Those on
the right embody the new way. In The Phoenix Agenda, readers will
learn how to manage in the new way by following a step-by-step
program for corporate rebirth. They will:

¢ Learn a powerful new management approach in “Mindsets at
Work.”

¢ Gain new action skills in “Tools for Transformation.”

o Design and implement grand strategy in “Advanced Strategies
for Workplace Transformation.”
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thoughts were becoming totally enmeshed with my own in the
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A Great Day at Work

I wrote this book because I care about those of us who work for a
living. The book is about sharing with you a vision and the tools for
a productive, caring, and constructive transformation of your work-
place. We spend over 80,000 of the hours of our lives at work. Our
work is a constant theme, perhaps even preoccupation, in our lives.
We all deserve work that is deeply rewarding, allows us to accom-
plish and learn, and brings contribution and satisfaction.

Yet, as we strive for rewarding, meaningful, and profitable work,
all around us the rules of the workplace are shifting. The U.S. and
multinational corporate world of today is in considerable turmoil
and faces declining profitability, the breaking of implicit “lifetime
employment” contracts, ever-increasing rates of change in technol-
ogy, and relentless corporate downsizing. Top managers are, in MIT
professor Peter Senge’s term, “bewildered,” and their salaries are
under scrutiny by government and the press. Middle managers,
including many of my associates and friends, sense a loss of corpo-
rate leadership and vision. They are scared, and don’t know what to
do. At the same time, tremendous opportunities come with the
current broad business movement away from hierarchical manage-
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Introduction

ment by authority toward cross-functional teamwork, flat and fluid
corporate structures, and management by mentorship, coaching,
networking, and positive, open persuasion. This is unsettling, and
also exciting.

The fact of these changes, as is true of any crisis, presents tremen-
dous opportunities for us all. The decentralization of corporate
authority also means the possibility of greater autonomy, produc-
tivity, and self-expression for individuals in the workplace. Unprec-
edented numbers of us have it within our grasp to transform our
workplaces into environments that bring large portions of accom-
plishment, learning, and satisfaction, for everyone. The purpose of
this book is to provide you with the insights and tools to create, for
yourself and those around you, a workplace of significance, mean-
ing, accomplishment, contribution, growth, and happiness.

Three Keys to Transformation

TRANSFORMATION MEANS THE SHIFTING OF
ASSUMPTIONS, VIEWPOINTS, AND MINDSETS

The phoenix is a mythical bird, with a melodious song and magnifi-
cent red and gold plumage, that repeatedly transforms itself. It does
this every 500 years by burning itself on a pyre of flames. Out of the
ashes arises a new phoenix, even more magnificent than the one
before. Thus the phoenix is an ancient symbol for death and rebirth,
for the endless cycles of change and transformation.

In The Phoenix Agenda, what dies are old ways of thinking, old
assumptions, and old mindsets. Transformation is each individual
shifting to a mindset that empowers and enables reconstruction of
the workplace.



Introduction

THE PRICE OF WORKPLACE TRANSFORMATION IS NOT MONEY.
IT IS PERSONAL COURAGE.

Anyone who has lost a career, and has later discovered a new and
better one, understands and has lived through the cycle of the
phoenix. People who have been through this transition understand
the fear, the reluctance, even the grieving that accompanies putting
to rest a tired way of doing business, yesterday’s opportunity. They
also know the new possibilities on the other side of the cycle. Yet,
the fear of the fire traps tens of thousands of bright, capable people
in companies that are obviously in profound business difficulties
and that are laying off employees in sickeningly monotonous
waves.

Part I of the book, “Mindsets at Work,” begins the shift of mindset
necessary to use the tools of The Phoenix Agenda powerfully. This
part introduces the core concepts and promises of the book—how
to use language to shape reality, how to create new assumptions and
mindsets, how to drive progress through the deliberate creation of
crisis, and how to overcome the ever-present danger of crippling
addiction to one’s own beliefs and forms of organization. It also
shows that the cost of realizing these promises is not counted in
money, but in courage—the courage to openly and honestly ques-
tion deeply held beliefs and assumptions.

Part I can be read on at least two levels. On one level, it presents
concepts and background necessary to use the material in parts I
and III effectively. At another level, part I is designed to actually
produce a shift of mindset. This shift, this “Aha” experience, hap-
pens in different parts of the book for different readers. For some, it
occurs while reading part 1. For others, it occurs later in the book.
But in order for there to be a chance for this experience to happen
for you, I recommend that you read part I at least once in a spirit of
exploration and openness.

Chapter 1, “The Phoenix Burns,” starts with the recurring theme
of eyewitness accounts of great corporations in periods of decline. It
shows, through poignant and true incidents, that poor business
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results, such as the loss of 80 percent of one corporation’s market
value over a three-year period, are ultimately traceable to self-
imposed restrictions on deep and difficult freedoms: the freedom to
question yesterday’s success formula; the courage and freedom to
redefine core philosophy, mission, and political structure; and the
ability of responsible individuals to redefine the meaning of their
corporations.

Chapter 2, “Mindsets in the Workplace,” shows, by many compel-
ling examples, that most of us live out our business lives following
assumptions and rules that we neither invented nor understand. It
develops a theory of mindsets in the workplace that gives insight
into why everyday events within corporations occur as they do and
where the leverage point for deep change is. The chapter gives a
systematic way of understanding management practice. Most mod-
ern management is invisibly and deeply rooted in 18th-century
philosophy, is handicapped by ignorance of this, and consequently
has only limited access to more modern alternatives. It is time for a
transformation to modern, productive ways of thinking and acting.

Chapter 3, “Workplace Transformation,” gives you the key to al-
tering your workplace reality. Though the rest of the book can be
profitably read as a set of “how-to” instructions for coping with
changes in the business assumptions and workplace directions
around you, this chapter goes beyond “how-to” toward mastering
the art of creating new assumptions that improve business results.
Even without reading this chapter, it is possible to become an ap-
prentice or journeyman in this art of transformational manage-
ment—with it, plus the tools in parts II and III, you can become a
master.

LANGUAGE IS POWER

The insights and lessons in The Phoenix Agenda will show themselves
in your life, not as some difficult-to-define and evanescent motiva-
tional change, or as some hard-to-measure attitude shift. Rather,
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