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THE HARVARD BUSINESS
REVIEW CLASSICS SERIES

Since 1922, Harvard Business Review has
been a leading source of breakthrough ideas
in management practice—many of which still
speak to and influence us today. The HBR
Classics series now offers you the opportunity
to make these seminal pieces a part of your
permanent management library. Each vol-
ume contains a groundbreaking idea that has
shaped best practices and inspired countless
managers around the world—and will change

how you think about the business world today.
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n 1980, [ was the head of a successful
family business—Johnsonville
Sausage—that was in great shape

and required radical change.

Our profits were above the average for
our industry, and our financial statements
showed every sign of health. We were grow-
ing at arate of about 20% annually, with
sales that were strong in our home state of
Wisconsin and steadily rising in Minnesota,
Michigan, and Indiana. Our quality was high.

{11



Ralph Stayer

We were respected in the community.
[ was making a lot of money.

And I had a knot in my stomach that
wouldn’t go away. For one thing, I was wor-
ried about competition. We were a small,
regional producer with national competitors
who could outpromote, outadvertise, and
underprice us any time they chose.

In addition to our big national competi-
tors, we had a host of local and regional
producers small enough to provide superior
service to customers who were virtually
their neighbors. We were too big to have
the small-town advantage and too small
to have advantages of national scale.

Our business was more vulnerable than
it looked.



How I Learned to Let My Workers Lead

What worried me more than the competi-
tion, however, was the gap between potential
and performance. Our people didn’t seem to
care. Every day I came to work and saw peo-
ple so bored by their jobs that they made
thoughtless, dumb mistakes. They misla-
beled products or added the wrong season-
ings or failed to mix them into the sausage
properly. Someone drove the prongs of a
forklift right through a newly built wall.
Someone else ruined a big batch of fresh
sausage by spraying it with water while
cleaning the work area. These were acci-
dents. No one was deliberately wasting
money, time, and materials; it was just that
people took no responsibility for their
work. They showed up in the morning,

t 373



Ralph Stayer

did halfheartedly what they were told to do,
and then went home.

Now, I didn’t expect them to be as deeply
committed to the company as [ was. [ owned
it, and they didn’t. But how could we survive
a serious competitive challenge with this low

level of attentiveness and involvement?

GETTING TO POINTS B AND A

In 1980, I began looking for a recipe for
change. I started by searching for a book that
would tell me how to get people to care about
their jobs and their company. Not surpris-
ingly, the search was fruitless. No one could
tell me how to wake up my own work force;

I would have to figure it out for myself.

{ 4}



How I Learned to Let My Workers Lead

And yet, I told myself, why not? I had
made the company, so I could fix it. This was
an insight filled with pitfalls but it was an
insight: the fault was not someone else’s,
the fault was mine.

Of course, I hadn’t really built the com-
pany all alone, but I had created the manage-
ment style that kept people from assuming
responsibility. Of course, it was counterpro-
ductive for me to own all the company’s
problems by myself, but in 1980 every prob-
lem did, in fact, rest squarely on my shoul-
ders, weighing me down and—though I didn’t
appreciate it at the time—crippling my sub-
ordinates and strangling the company. If I
was going to fix what [ had made, [ would
have to start by fixing myself. In many ways

{5}



Ralph Stayer

that was my good luck, or, to put the same
thought another way, thank God [ was the
problem so I could be the solution.

As I thought about what I should do,
| first asked myself what [ needed to do to
achieve the company’s goals. But what were
the company’s goals? What did I really want
Johnsonville to be? I didn’t know.

This realization led me to a second in-
sight: nothing matters more than a goal.

The most important question any manager
can ask is, “In the best of all possible worlds,
what would I really want to happen?”

[ tried to picture what Johnsonville would
have to be to sell the most expensive sausage
in the industry and still have the biggest mar-
ket share. What I saw in my mind’s eye was

{6}



How I Learned to Let My Workers Lead

definitely not an organization where I made
all the decisions and owned all the problems.
What I saw was an organization where peo-
ple took responsibility for their own work,
for the product, for the company as a whole.
If that happened, our product and service
quality would improve, our margins would
rise, and we could reduce costs and success-
fully enter new markets. Johnsonville would
be much less vulnerable to competition.

The image that best captured the organi-
zational end state I had in mind for John-
sonville was a flock of geese on the wing.

[ didn’t want an organizational chart with
traditional lines and boxes, buta “V” of
individuals who knew the common goal,

took turns leading, and adjusted their

{7}



Ralph Stayer

structure to the task at hand. Geese flyin a
wedge, for instance, but land in waves. Most
important, each individual bird is responsi-
ble for its own performance.

With that end state in mind as Point B, the
goal, I turned to the question of our starting
point, Point A. Johnsonville was financially
successful, but I was dissatisfied with em-
ployee attitudes. So I conducted an attitude
survey to find out what people thought about
their jobs and the company and to get an idea
of how they perceived the company’s attitude
toward them. I knew there was less commit-
ment than [ wanted, but I was startled all the
same to find that Johnsonville attitudes were
only average—no better than employee atti-

tudes at big, impersonal companies like
General Motors.
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How I Learned to Let My Workers Lead

At first I didn’t want to believe the survey,
and I looked for all kinds of excuses. The
methodology was faulty. The questions were
poorly worded. I didn’t want to admit that
we had an employee motivation problem
because I didn’t know how to deal with that.
But however strong the temptation, the mis-
takes and poor performance were too glaring
to ignore.

The survey told me that people saw noth-
ing for themselves at Johnsonville. It was a
job, a means to some end that lay outside the
company. [ wanted them to commit them-
selves to a company goal, but they saw little
to commit to. And at that stage, I still could-
n’t see that the biggest obstacle to changing
their point of view was me. Everything I had
learned and experienced to that point had

{9}
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convinced me that anything I didn’t do
myself would not be done right. As I saw

it, my job was to create the agenda and then
motivate “them” to carry it out.

In fact, I expected my people to follow me
the way buffalo follow their leader—blindly.
Unfortunately, that kind of leadership model
almost led to the buffalo’s extinction. Buffalo
hunters used to slaughter the herd by finding
and killing the leader. Once the leader was
dead, the rest of the herd stood around wait-
ing for instructions that never came, and the
hunters could (and did) exterminate them
one by one.

I realized that I had been focused entirely
on the financial side of the business—

margins, market share, return on assets—and
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How I Learned to Let My Workers Lead

had seen people as dutiful tools to make the
business grow. The business had grown—
nicely—and that very success was my biggest
obstacle to change. I had made all the deci-
sions about purchasing, scheduling, quality,
pricing, marketing, sales, hiring, and all

the rest of it. Now the very things that had
brought me success—my centralized control,
my aggressive behavior, my authoritarian
business practices—were creating the envi-
ronment that made me so unhappy. I had
been Johnsonville Sausage, assisted by some
hired hands who, to my annoyance, lacked
commitment. But why should they make a
commitment to Johnsonville? They had no
stake in the company and no power to make

decisions or control their own work. If I

{ 11 }



Ralph Stayer

wanted to improve results, | had to increase
their involvement in the business.

This was an insight that I immediately
misused. Acting on instinct, | ordered a
change. “From now on,” [ announced to my
management team,  you re all responsible
for making your own decisions.” I went from
authoritarian control to authoritarian abdi-
cation. No one had asked for more responsi-
bility; I forced it down their throats. They
were good soldiers, and they did their best,
but I had trained them to expect me to solve
their problems. I had nurtured their inability
by expecting them to be incapable; now they
met my expectations with an inability to
make decisions unless they knew which deci-
sions | wanted them to make.

{ 12 }



How I Learned to Let My Workers Lead

After more than two years of working with
them, I finally had to replace all three top
managers. Worst of all,  now see thatin a
way they were right. I didn’t really wans them
to make independent decisions. [ wanted
them to make the decisions [ would have
made. Deep down, I was still in love with my
own control; I was just making people guess
what I wanted instead of telling them. And
yet I had to replace those three managers.

[ needed people who didn’t guess so well,
people who couldn’t read my mind, people
strong enough to call my bluff and seize own-
ership of Johnsonville’s problems whether

[ “really” wanted to give it up or not.

[ spent those two years pursuing another
mirage as well—detailed strategic and tactical
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