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Praise for the original edition  
of Reinventing Organizations

“A stimulating and inspiring read!”
Robert Kegan, Harvard University’s Meehan Professor of Adult Learning 

and author of In Over Our Heads

“Everything you need to know about building 
  a new paradigm organization!”
Richard Barrett, chairman and founder of the Barrett Values Centre

“Congratulations on a spectacular treatise.”
Ken Wilber, author of A Brief History of Everything

“Ground-breaker! Game-changer! Brilliant!” 
Jenny Wade, Ph.D., author of Changes of Mind

“Frederic Laloux has done business people and professionals   
  everywhere a signal service.”
Bill Torbert, author of Action Inquiry

“The most important and inspiring business book I’ve ever read.”
Tony Schwartz, author of The Way We're Working Isn't Working

“A book like Reinventing Organizations only comes 
  along once in a decade.”
Norman Wolfe, author of The Living Organization

 “Frederic Laloux is one of the few management leaders exploring    
  what comes next. It's deeply different.” 
Bill Drayton, founder, Ashoka: Innovators for the Public



If you purchased this book, or chose the pay-what feels-right option

The organizations I write about in this book believe in trust—they start with the 

premise that their employees are trustworthy and want to do the right thing. 

In the same spirit, I decided not to protect this book with DRM, which so often 

proves annoying when you decide to read the book on a different screen than 

the one from which you bought it. 

I trust that you value this as your personal copy. You can point people interested 

in this book to www.reinventingorganizations.com. There they can buy the book 

or download it in “pay what feels right” mode, so there is no need for sending 

them your copy. Please don’t forward it. 

If this book was somehow forwarded to you

I invite you to take a moment, once you’ve read it, to sense what amount you 

would like to give back to me and Etienne. You can do so on www.reinventingor-

ganizations.com. One thing I've heard from many readers: if you choose to gift 

back an amount that feels right to you, you are also likely to feel good about it! 

Your gift will be a beautiful reward for the long, long hours we put into creating 

this book. I enjoy the "gift economy" for another reason too: I I feel it creates a 

bond between us, even if we never meet, in a way a paid transaction doesn’t.  And 

more broadly, I believe that practicing trust in such simple ways can invisibly but 

powerfully nurture a broader culture of trust in the world. Try it out! :-) 
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Introduction

Many people seem truly inspired 
to hear that a whole new kind of 

organization is emerging

… but not everyone has time to read  
a 360-page management book about it.



Reinventing Organizations is one of those rare books 

that has become a true word-of-mouth phenomenon. 

Its hopeful message that we can build radically more 

powerful, soulful, and purposeful organizations has 

resonated with readers all around the world. 

 The most amazing things have started happening. 

Readers in many countries spontaneously reached out 

to publishers to insist on a translation. Two readers in 

Chile decided not to wait and paid for a translation 

themselves, and so did a reader in Ukraine for a Russian 

translation. Someone in the US bought himself a home 

studio to record an audio version. Other readers are 

busy creating a computer game from the book, and 

an increasing number of university professors have 

integrated the book into the curriculum of their 

business schools. As a result of all this momentum, I’m 

hearing from lots and lots of organizations, large and 

small, that have committed to fundamentally reinvent 

themselves. 

 That so many people resonate with the book has to 

do, I believe, with the fact that almost everyone today 

feels that something is broken in our organizations. 

We can all tell sad stories of how management, as 

we practice it today, drains life and energy out of the 

workplace: organizations where bureaucracy has 

taken over; workplaces fraught with ego trips and 

power games, infighting, and silos; organizations 
where people at the top make decisions that 

leave people below scratching their heads in 

bewilderment, if not outright frustration … 

A great number among us yearn for something 

more and resonate with the hopeful mes-

sage that a better way to run businesses and 

nonprofits, schools and hospitals is emerging. 
 But—can you believe it?—I’ve been told 
not everyone wants to read a whole mana-

gement book about it. A reader suggested 

that I add illustrations to my book, and she 

introduced me to Etienne, a wonderfully gif-

ted illustrator who has become a friend. That’s 

when the idea emerged not just to add a 

few illustrations to the existing book, but 

to create a new one—an illustrated, 
introductory version to the ideas 

of Reinventing Organizations!
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Introduction

What this book is 
A lively introduction to the main ideas of Reinventing Organizations that you 

can read almost in one sitting. It’s a book you can easily share with other 

people. A book that helps shift the conversation from what’s broken to what’s 

possible. A book that shares how some companies have found ways to be 

truly powerful, soulful, and purposeful … and that invites you to imagine a 

new future for your own organization.

What this book is not 
An exhaustive handbook of new management practices. This 

book highlights a few of the critical elements of the new 

organizational model that is emerging, just enough, I believe, 

for you to get a really good sense of what it’s all about. It is a 

shorter but not a dumbed-down version of the original. Just like 

the original, it might well shake some deep-held assumptions 

you have about life, about people, and about work. Be prepared 

for some real food for thought!



A few words about the research

The insights of the book Reinventing Organizations are based 

on three years of research into pioneering organizations. I’ve 

screened and studied around fifty organizations in many 
different sectors and geographies. When it came to selecting 
a number of these organizations for research in greater depth, 

I found that quite stringent selection criteria were needed if I 

wanted the findings to be meaningful.

I decided that I would research organizations in depth

At first I was afraid I wouldn’t find any organizations satisfying these criteria. After all, I was looking at 
a field that is still very much emerging. Could it be that the most interesting companies would be too 
small or too recent to draw any meaningful insights? I was relieved that my concerns proved unfounded. 
Twelve organizations made the cut, and they often far exceeded the criteria. Many have been operating 

on breakthrough principles for a long time, sometimes thirty years or more, and not just with a few 

hundred, but sometimes several thousand employees or even tens of thousands of employees. 

 

Research questions and data-gathering methods
The research methodology for these twelve organizations involved studying forty-five fundamental 
organizational structures and practices (For instance: How does this organization make decisions? 
How does information flow? How are people evaluated? How do they go about budgeting? Targets? … 
Readers interested in the full list of research questions can refer to Appendix 1 in the book Reinventing 
Organizations.)  The data-gathering process involved studying all publicly available material, obtaining 

internal documents, and interviewing organizational founders and leaders through Skype, by phone, 

or in person, as well as making on-site observations whenever relevant and possible. 

whatever their geography, whether for profit or nonprofit, 
whatever their industry,   

but only if they had been operating for at least five years, 

with a minimum of one hundred employees, and with a 

significant number of management practices that were 
consistent with the Teal level of consciousness (more about 

"Teal" soon).

√
!
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The way we run  
organizations today  

is broken

Could we be about  
to invent a whole  

new way?
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Part 1

Something is broken 
in today’s organizations
Somehow, almost everyone senses that the 

way we run organizations today no longer 

works for us, that the system has been 

stretched beyond its limits. It feels sometimes 

as if everyone is drawing the short straw. 

 Survey after survey shows that the vast 

majority of employees are disengaged at work. 

A 2013 Gallup poll, for instance, found that 

only 13 percent of employees worldwide are 

engaged at work (63 percent are not engaged 

and 24 percent are actively disengaged). 

Management guru Gary Hamel rightly calls 

this “the shame of management.” 

 

Leaders in large organizations seem all-powerful, and, like all 

of us, they want to look like their life is in control, like they 

are winners in the game of success. But anyone who has had 

a chance to have intimate conversations with organizational 

leaders knows that behind the façade, almost all of them are 

tired—tired of the rat race and the pressure, the never-ending 
stream of emails, meetings, and PowerPoint documents. Tired 

of trying to make people happy, to motivate employees and 

achieve results. And perhaps most of all, tired of suppressing 

the nagging questions …

        ... Is this really what I wanted?  
Sure I’m successful, but what’s the 
meaning of it all? Is it worth all the 
sacrifices I've had to make?



Customers’ trust in businesses is at an all-

time low, and so is their brand loyalty. In 

many countries, the health care system feels 

profoundly broken. Children in schools are 

churned through a fixed curriculum like 
widgets in a factory, in batches of twenty or 

thirty at a time, with a shocking proportion 

discarded by the system along the way. 

Perhaps more fundamental than all this is the harm we do to 

the planet that hosts us: to varying degrees, all of our orga-

nizations are participating in a system that is polluting the 

atmosphere, water, and land; destroying invaluable ecosys-

tems and species at a frightening rate; and exhausting raw 

materials that might never be available again to the children 

of our children. 

It’s not just the "corporate" world that is broken
Corporations get much of the blame these days for their greed and their remorseless quest 

for more profits and growth. But the managerial breakdown affects all types of organizations. 
From all we know, despite their noble purpose, nonprofits don’t make better employers. Nor 
do government agencies. Nurses leave hospitals in droves because we’ve turned hospitals 

into soulless factories. And teachers desert their field of vocation in massive numbers because 
we have come to worship a cold, mechanical approach to teaching that fails to nourish the 

souls of either teachers or students. That even people who have chosen their work out of a 

deep sense of vocation walk out disillusioned has much to say about how deeply dispiriting 

our management approaches have become. 
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Part 1

This might sound surprising, but I think 
there is reason to be deeply hopeful.  
 
The pain we feel is the pain of 
something old that is dying ...



… while something new 
is waiting to be born.  
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Part 1

Humanity evolves by sudden leaps
The historians, philosophers, and psychologists who have 

studied human evolution all pretty much agree: for some 

reason, humanity evolves not continuously, but by sudden 

leaps. And they roughly agree on the major leaps we have 

had in the course of history.1 We have been through the tribal 

age, the age of agriculture, the scientific/industrial age, and 
so forth. Ken Wilber, a philosopher of human consciousness, 

refers to these stages using colors, which makes things easy 

to remember, and I borrowed his color scheme for the book 

Reinventing Organizations.

At every stage,  
everything changes!
Every stage has brought a breakthrough in 

terms of technology and the means of subsis-

tence, the power structures that rule society, 

the religious or spiritual outlook, and many 

other factors. 

 One aspect has been mostly overlooked: at 

every stage, we have also had a breakthrough 

in the ways we collaborate; with every leap, we 

have invented a dramatically more powerful 

“organizational model.”

A lot of evidence suggests  
that we are about to make a new leap ...
... A leap to a stage that Wilber gives the color “Teal” and that I sometimes call “Evolutionary.” 

If there is much pain in the world today, it’s in part because our current ways of being in the 

world feel increasingly outdated and incapable of dealing with the challenges we are facing. 

We happen to be in one of these transition periods where the old is starting to break down, 

but the new hasn’t taken shape yet. In these confusing times, some people double down on 

their existing perspectives and beliefs, trying to apply outdated solutions ever more frantically. 

Others, in increasing numbers, make the leap to a new perspective that allows them to seek 

solutions that were previously unavailable. 



Viewed in this light, it’s not extraordinary to think that we might 
be about to invent a whole new management paradigm
To say that a whole new organizational model might be emerging right now might sound 

audacious. Is it really possible to invent a whole new management paradigm? And yet, from 
a historical perspective, this wouldn’t be extraordinary at all. It would simply be one more 

step on the evolutionary staircase. 

 I believe it’s important that we spend just a bit of time with this historical perspective. If 

you are one of the people who feels that it must be possible, somehow, to run organizations 

in radically more powerful, soulful, purposeful ways, then you’re going to encounter many 

people who will dismiss this as wishful thinking. They’ll try to convince you that what you 

have in mind is naïve and can’t be done. 

 Well, it turns out that it absolutely can be done—there are a number of truly outstanding 
organizations that already operate from the next stage. But many people, even when they are 

told about these organizations, are still tempted to dismiss them because they make little 

sense from today’s mainstream perspective. This is what happens at every historical juncture. 

Imagine what it must have been like three hundred years ago when some people started 

claiming that a country could be governed with elected representatives instead of a king and 

a ruling class of aristocrats. They saw what would emerge with clarity, and yet they certainly 

faced much disbelief. 
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Part 1

RED (impulsive) worldview 

Let’s go on a whirlwind tour of the history of societies and organizations! 

For tens of thousands of years, people lived in clans of a few dozen or a few 

hundred people at most. These clans had respected elders, but there was 

no chief, no hierarchy, and no meaningful division of labor. And thus, no 

”organizations” to speak of. 

 And then, starting about ten thousand years ago, we entered a new stage 

(Impulsive-Red).2 Societies with several thousand people appeared. To deal 

with this whole new level of complexity, the role of the chief emerged to 

enforce social order, through brutal force if needed. We know from research 

that people at this stage operate in a pretty impulsive and egocentric manner. 

They haven’t internalized rules yet, and it is critical for someone to enforce 

order from the top. In this worldview, everything is seen through the lens of 

power. 

Today we are easily appalled at Red’s crude use of power, and we may overlook 

the heroic, initiatory, pioneering quality this stage brought to the human jour-

ney. Tribes broke out of their usual habitats, exploring new territory. Younger 

people could shake off the stifling perspective of the elders when a situation 
called for something new. There is no ambitious taking of initiative, no entre-

preneurship without the willful energy that emerged with the Red stage. 

Either you are more powerful, 
and you subject the other 
person to your authority— 

—or you are less powerful, and you 
show allegiance to the boss, who 
now has some obligation to take 
care of you.



Two key breakthroughs 
Red organizations came with two extraordi-

nary breakthroughs: the division of labor and 

top-down authority. These breakthoughs can 

leave us with a bit of a bad taste today. But 

historically speaking, they were major innova-

tions that allowed groups working together to 

deal with unprecedented levels of complexity. 

Red organizations  
are like wolf packs
The glue of Red organizations is the loyalty 

and the fear the chief inspires to keep the foot 

soldiers in line. If he shows signs of weakness, 

or if he becomes too greedy and neglects his 

duty to take care of his underlings, chances 

are someone will try to topple him, just like 

young wolves are said to topple an aging 

alpha-male.3 These organizations tend to be 

unstable and don’t scale well, but they are 

highly entrepreneurial and reactive in chaotic 

environments.

Archetype: Mafia, Street gang
Historically, the first Red “organizations” 
emerged when tribes organized to attack 

and subdue neighboring tribes. Today’s 

archetypical Red organizations are the Mafia 
or a drug-dealing street gang. More ordinary 

examples are the many small enterprises 

where founder-bosses do whatever it takes 

to succeed and get involved in everything, 

heedless of structures or processes that would 

constrain their ability to get things done.

top-down authoritydivision of labor
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Part 1

Starting around 4000 BC in Mesopotamia, a more complex 

worldview arose.4 It facilitated the leap from a world of 

proto-empires to the age of agriculture, states and empires, 

bureaucracies and organized religions. 

 Agrarian societies are highly stratified in social classes or 
castes. They are all based on some founding mythology, with 

God-given, immutable rules of what is right and what is wrong. 

People at this stage have learned to control Red’s impulsive-

ness—they have internalized rules and exercise self-discipline 
in service of a common belief. Guilt and shame are the glue 

of society, and people spend much energy trying to fit in, 
wearing the right clothes, doing what’s expected, thinking 

the right thoughts.

 Surveys show that large parts of the adult population today 

operate from this stage, although they do so within many belief 

systems: a right-wing Christian fundamentalist and a left-wing 

trade union leader might come to opposite conclusions on 

almost every issue, and yet they could both operate from the 

Conformist-Amber world of certainties.

An archetype of an Amber organization? 
The army or the Catholic Church 
Amber organizations have clear ranks that stack up in a 

hierarchical pyramid. The foot soldier, the sergeant, the 

lieutenant, the colonel, the general. The humble priests below 

the bishops, the archbishops, the cardinals, and, alone at the 

very top, the pope. Amber organizations live in a world of 

stability and certainty. Everyone knows what is expected in 

their role. Stable rituals and processes make life predictable 

for everyone. 

AMBER (conformist) 
worldview

Play by the rules, and you 
are "saved" and become  
part of the group. Flout 

the rules, and you 
are forever rejected, 

excommunicated.



Breakthrough 2: 
Stable organization chart
Amber organizations have invented formal job titles, job descriptions, 

and reporting lines. Thinking happens at the top, execution at the bot-

tom. People at all levels identify with their role, with their “box” in the 

organization chart. A priest no longer secretly schemes to backstab the 

bishop to take his place. This has allowed Amber organizations to reach 

previously unthinkable scales (sending missionaries to the other side 

of the globe, for instance) and achieve unprecedented results. (Amber 

organizations built irrigation systems, pyramids, and cathedrals that 

could never have been contemplated in the previous stage.)

Current examples
Many armies, religious institutions, govern-

ment agencies, public school systems, and 

universities are still run today along the lines 

of Amber organizations. They often operate 

on the hidden assumption that there is one 

right way of doing things, that the world is 

(or should be) immutable, and that lifelong 

employment should be the norm. When the 

world changes, they find it hard to accept the 
need to change and adapt. 

Breakthrough 1:  
Replicable processes 
Amber organizations, like agrarian societies, rely 

on stable and replicable processes. Next year’s 

harvest will be based on the same template as 

this year’s and last year’s. With stable processes 

in place, critical knowledge no longer depends 

on a particular person; it is embedded in the 

organization. Any person can be replaced—even 
the pope—and the organization will continue 
operating seamlessly.
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Part 1

This is the worldview of 

the scientific and industrial 
revolutions.5 At this stage, the 

world is no longer seen as a 

fixed universe governed by 
immutable rules of right and 

wrong. Instead, it is seen as 

a complex clockwork, whose 

inner workings and natural 

laws can be investigated 

and understood. If I’m faster, 

smarter, more innovative 

than others in understanding 

and manipulating the world, 

I’ll achieve more success, 

wealth, profits, market share, 
or whatever else I desire. 

A defining mantra of this 
perspective states that you 

can be anyone you want to 

be, you can achieve anything 

you set your mind to.

 Piaget, the child psycholo-

gist, has given us a defining 
experiment for Orange cogni-

tive thinking: A person is 

given three glasses of trans-

parent liquid and told that 

they can be mixed in a way 

that will produce a yellow 

ORANGE (achievement) 
worldview

color. People that operate with Amber cognition or at previous 

stages will simply start mixing the liquids together haphazardly. 

Adolescents who have reached the Orange stage will first form 
a general picture of the fact that you have to try glass A with 

glass B, then A with C, then B with C and so on. They will try 

all the various combinations one at a time. The implication is 

huge: the person in Orange begins to imagine different possible 
worlds, to question existing dogmas and social contracts. 

 This worldview has profoundly transformed humanity in the 

last two centuries, bestowing upon us unprecedented levels of 

prosperity and life expectancy. The possibility to imagine “what 

if” has also freed us from the oppression of caste systems 

and religions and replaced feudal governance with the rule of 

law and democracy. This worldview dominates management 

thinking today; it is the (often unconscious) perspective that 

permeates what is taught in business schools across the world. 



WHAT IF?

PROSPERITY

SCIENCE

INDUSTRY

DEMOCRACY

PROGRESS

25



Part 1

Think publicly listed 
corporations, think  
Wall Street banks
The Achievement-Orange worldview profoundly 

shapes today’s management practices. Most 

business leaders think along these lines, 

most MBA programs are based on Orange 

assumptions, most corporations rely on Orange 

management thinking. Take any global brand—
Walmart, Nike, Coca-Cola, GE—and you are 
likely to find an Orange organization. Wall 

Street banks are perhaps the most striking 

examples: ruthlessly innovative and 

efficient machines in the 
pursuit of profits. 

The dominant metaphor: 
organizations as machines
Achievement-Orange thinks of organizations 

as machines. The engineering jargon we use 

to talk about organizations reveals how deeply 

(albeit often unconsciously) we hold this meta-

phor. We talk about units and layers, inputs and 

outputs, efficiency and effectiveness, pulling 
the lever and moving the needle, information 
flows and bottlenecks, re-engineering and 

downsizing. Leaders and consultants design 

organizations; humans are resources that must 

be carefully aligned on the chart, rather like 

cogs in a machine; changes must be planned 

and mapped out in blueprints, then carefully 

implemented according to plan. If some of 

the machinery functions below the expected 

rhythm, it’s probably time to inject some oil 

to grease the wheel with a “soft” intervention, 

like a team-building exercise. The metaphor of 

the machine reveals how much Orange orga-

nizations can brim with energy and motion, 

but also how lifeless and soulless they can 

come to feel.  

Orange Organizations? 



Breakthrough 1: Innovation
Amber organizations rest on the assumption that the world is unchanging (or 

should be). With Orange comes the breakthrough of innovation: if you keep 

innovating and optimizing, and do so faster than the competition, profits and 
market share will come your way. This led Orange organizations to create 

departments such as R&D, marketing, and product management and to give 

birth to project teams and cross-functional initiatives—note how these are 
all absent in the Catholic Church or the public school systems, for instance. 

Breakthrough 2: Accountability
To innovate more and faster than others, it becomes a competitive advantage 

to tap into the intelligence and creativity of many brains in the organization. 

The answer comes in the form of management by objectives. Top management 

defines an overall direction and cascades targets downward. People below are 
then given some freedom to find the best way to reach those targets. 
 A host of management practices was devised to support management 

by objectives, such as strategic planning, yearly budgets, key performance 

indicators, balanced scorecards, performance appraisals, bonus schemes, 

and stock options. Where Amber relied only on sticks, Orange came up with 

carrots and invented human resources in the process. (Again, notice how, for 

good or bad, these practices are almost absent, for instance, in public school 

systems or the Catholic Church—priests aren’t assigned KPIs, as far as I know.)

Breakthrough 3: Meritocracy
From a historical perspective, meritocracy was a radical idea 

and a huge liberation. Not so long ago, it seemed natural that 

priests were recruited among the peasantry while bishops and 

cardinals came from noble families. The idea that a humble 

priest could become a pope wouldn’t have occurred to anyone. 

Orange changed the narrative. In principle, anybody can move 

up the ladder. The smartest should lead the pack. The mailroom 

boy can become the CEO, even if that boy happens to be a girl 

or he has a minority background (in practice, of course, the 

playing field hasn't been entirely leveled). Resource planning, 
talent management, mentoring and coaching, leadership 

training, and succession planning are all Orange inventions. 

Job mobility is the norm; people are expected to change jobs 

every few years, and life employment is no longer seen as 

an ideal. 
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Orange’s shadow
The scientific and industrial revolutions have brought us enormous freedom 
and prosperity. Increasingly, we also witness the massive shadow they cast on 

our future. One shadow is “innovation gone mad.” With most of our basic needs 

taken care of, businesses increasingly try to create needs, feeding the illusion 

that more stuff we don’t really need—more possessions, the latest fashions, 
a more youthful body—will make us happy and whole. We have reached a 
stage where we often pursue growth for growth’s sake, a condition that in 

medical terminology is called cancer. It results in a predatory economy that 

is depleting the world’s natural resources and killing off the very ecosystems 
upon which our survival depends.

 Another shadow appears when success is measured solely in terms of money 

and recognition. When the only successful life is the one that reaches the top, 

we are bound to experience a sense of emptiness in our lives. The midlife cri-

sis is an emblematic disease of life in Orange organizations: for twenty years, 

we played the game of success and ran the rat race. And now we realize we 

won’t make it to the top, or that the top isn’t all it’s made out to be. When all 

boils down to targets and numbers, milestones, and deadlines and yet ano-

ther change program and cross-functional initiative, some people can’t help 

but wonder about the meaning of it all and yearn for something more. The 

Orange worldview is solidly materialistic—there is nothing beyond what we 
can touch—and our longing for meaning, for being in touch with something 
bigger than ourselves, has nowhere to turn. 
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Part 1

GREEN (pluralistic) worldview

A new metaphor:  
organizations as families
Leaders of Green organizations insist that people are more than cogs in the organizational 

machinery. Listen to these leaders, and it is striking how consistently they refer to their organi-

zation as a family, or a community, where everyone has a place, where colleagues look after one 

another, where the happiness of every member is important to the organization’s overall success.  

People at this stage6 are keenly aware of Orange’s shadows: the materialistic 

obsession, the social inequality, the loss of community, the harm inflicted 
to nature. They strive to belong, to foster close and harmonious bonds with 

everyone. They insist that all people are fundamentally of equal worth, that 

every voice be heard. 

 In the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a small circle of people 

operating from Pluralistic-Green started championing the abolition of slavery, 

women’s liberation, and freedom of religion. This worldview really came to 

the fore when it powered the counterculture of the ’60s and ’70s. Today, 

while Orange is predominant in business and politics, Green is very present 

in postmodern academic thinking, in nonprofits, and among social workers 
and community activists. 



Breakthrough 1: Empowerment
People operating at this stage have a natural dislike for hierar-

chies. Green organizations therefore try to downplay hierarchy 

and to empower employees, to push decisions down to the 

lowest level. One image often used in Green organizations is 

the inverted pyramid: front-line employees are on top, and 

the senior executives and the CEO at the very bottom are 

servant leaders in service to the employees. Middle managers 

are trained to be coaches to their teams, to lead from behind 

and inspire, instead of directing from above.  

Breakthrough 2: Values-driven culture
In Green organizations, shared values aren’t simply a fig leaf 
hiding a basic pursuit of profit or market share. They truly 
inspire employees, they provide guidance to empowered 

employees to make the right decisions, and they often replace 

some of the thick books of rules and policies most organiza-

tions feel are needed to keep people in line. Getting the culture 

right is often the primary focus of CEOs in these organizations.  

Breakthrough 3: Stakeholder value
Green organizations question the concept of “shareholder 

value,” where a company’s primary obligation is to maximize 

profits for shareholders. They insist that businesses have a 
responsibility not only to investors, but also to employees, 

customers, suppliers, local communities, society at large, and 

the environment and that they must balance all these interests.

Southwest Airlines, Ben & Jerry’s … 
Green perspective on management can often be found in nonprofits, NGOs, and social ventures. 
But it is also found increasingly in the corporate world, where people have come to realize the 

importance of “soft” aspects of management. Green organizations often strive to inspire their 

employees to great things, leading them to outperform more traditional command-and-control 

organizations.7 Southwest Airlines, Ben & Jerry’s, and The Container Store are well-known 

examples of organizations whose founders have championed Green organizational practices.
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The contradictions 
of Green organizations
There are some wonderfully vibrant values- and culture-driven organizations, so we know it works. And yet, 

making decentralization and empowerment work on a large scale is no easy feat! There is an inherent contra-

diction in the Green organizational model: it aspires to be egalitarian and consensus seeking, but it retains the 

hierarchical, pyramidal structure of Orange. There is often a disturbing disconnect between espoused values 

and reality, which causes disappointment and confusion. How do we make decisions here? Is it by consensus, 
or is it the boss who ultimately decides? In practice it’s often a murky combination of the two. 
 In many smaller organizations, in particular in nonprofits or social ventures, the emphasis lies with consensus 
seeking. More often than not it leads to organizational paralysis. To get things moving again, unsavory power 

games break out in the shadows. Large, successful Green organizations seem to focus on empowerment more 

than strict consensus seeking. Deep down, they would love to function without 

the pyramid, without the need for bosses. But they haven’t found a way to do 

it in practice. So they make do with a traditional, hierarchical structure but 

ask top and middle managers to give up some control and empower their 

subordinates. To most people, this doesn’t come easily (especially when 

they are still responsible for delivering the numbers). Successful Green 

companies have found that they need to invest and keep investing a 

lot of time, energy, and money to train and remind managers to be 

empowering, servant leaders. Effectively, they aim to create a culture 
that is so vibrant and empowering that it more than compensates for 

the problems that inevitably come with the hierarchical structure. 



Some people are ill at ease with the idea that people and organizations develop in stages. 

They don’t like the idea that some people would somehow be “better” than others, more 

“evolved” than others. I very much understand the source of their concern. In the course of 

history, people have done much harm to one another in the name of some people being 

superior to others—take slavery, colonialism, racism, or sexism. And yet, there is no wishing 
away the huge evidence that humanity and human beings evolve, and do so in leaps. Here 

might be a more helpful way to think about it: people at later stages are not “better,” but they 

can hold more complex perspectives. 

Some people love frameworks, 
others not so much 

Hey, you! The 
whole stage thing 
sounds pretty 
insulting to me. 
Care to repeat it 
again?

Progress is only 
smoke and 
mirrors! We 
need to go back 
to rules and 
traditions.

You are not 
seriously suggesting 
that this hippie is 
more evolved than I 
am, are you?

You want to put 
us into boxes? I’m 
not "better" than 
anyone else!

Let’s clarifiy a 
few things. 33
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A framework is a 
useful simplification. 
But no organization  
is 100% “Orange”  
or “Green.”
This developmental framework helps us make sense of different 
worldviews. And yet, let’s be careful not to oversimplify! I 

cringe when I hear people say that someone “is” Amber or 

Orange. We know that things are far more complex. People 

can operate in one part of their lives from, say, an Orange 

perspective, and in others, from an Amber one.

 So what do I mean when I talk about, for instance, an “Amber” 

organization? I refer to the organizational processes, struc-

tures, and culture, not to the people. An Amber organization 

is one where the majority (but not all! No organization is ever 

a pure breed) of the management practices are informed by 

Conformist-Amber thinking. In other words: the way the orga-

nization recruits, manages performance, makes budgets, sets 

targets, formulates strategy, etc., are mostly done in ways 

consistent with Conformist-Amber thinking. 



Let’s take an example: How do  
the different types of organizations 
handle compensation and incentives?

Sharing the spoils
In Red, the boss decides how to share the spoils, choosing to 

increase or reduce pay however he likes (think Mafia or drug 
lord). There are no formal processes for negotiating pay, nor 

any formal incentive processes.

Same work, same pay
In Amber organizations, salaries are typically fixed and deter-
mined by a person’s level in the hierarchy (or other fixed status 
marker, such as the person’s diploma or degree). There are no 

individual salary negotiations, no incentives. 

Individual incentives
Orange believes strongly in individual targets and incentives. 

If people reach predetermined targets (that ideally are part 

of a budget or a cascaded system of targets), they deserve a 

sizable bonus. Large pay differences are deemed acceptable, 
if they reflect people’s merits and contributions. 

Team bonuses
Because the Green paradigm stresses cooperation over com-

petition, individual incentives make way for team bonuses in 

Green organizations. Leaders aim to reduce excessive wage 

disparities that would undermine a sense of fairness and com-

munity (for instance, through a maximum multiple between 

the CEO’s pay and the median pay).

35



Part 1

Here is a summary of the four 
organizational models that exist today 

Top-down authority

Division of labor Replicable processes

Innovation

Accountability

Meritocracy

Stable organization chart

TRADITIONAL ACHIEVEMENTIMPULSIVE



What might the next 
one look like?

Empowerment

Values-driven culture

Stakeholder value

?
PLURALIST EVOLUTIONARY
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TEAL (evolutionary) worldview 

A new stage of consciousness is currently coming to the fore that Ken Wilber gives the 

color Teal and that I sometimes call Evolutionary.8 Because it is still very much emerging, 

it’s too early to say how this will end up shaping the world. But quite a few scholars 

(Maslow, Graves, Kegan, and others) have studied how people who make the leap to Teal 

look at the world. And they report that, once more, it is a profoundly new worldview, 

one that opens radical new possibilities. So what are some markers of this worldview?  

The world as a place for individual and collective unfolding
The world in Teal is no longer seen as fixed and God-given (Amber), nor, say, like an intricate, 
soulless mechanism (Orange). Instead, the world is seen as a place where we are called to 

discover and journey towards our true self, to unfold to our unique potential, to unlock our 

birthright gifts. This is like a Copernican revolution in an age that tells us we should strive to 

succeed, that we can become anything we want, if we only put our mind to it. People who 

embrace a Teal perspective learn to let go of pre-conceived ideas of what they should be and 

learn to listen within to go where life calls them. 

Taming the ego
The ability to listen to inner voices comes from an important 

psychological development: in Teal, we start to disidentify 

from ego. We learn to look at our ego from a distance and 

often realize how our ego’s fears, ambitions, and desires have 

been secretly running our lives. We can learn to minimize our 

need to control, to look good, to fit in. Many scholars note 
that this results in a profound shift that increases our 

capacity to trust others and to trust life. 

It echoes wisdom traditions that 

have long affirmed that we can 
live from fear and scarcity, or 

from trust and abundance. In 

Teal, setbacks and mistakes 

no longer need to be met 

with fear, anger, or shame; 

we can truly see them as 

opportunities to learn 

about who we are and grow 

into more of our selfhood. 



Inner rightness as compass
When we are fused with our ego, we are driven to make decisions informed by 

external factors—what others will think or what outcomes can be achieved. In 
Evolutionary-Teal, we shift from external to internal yardsticks in our decision-

making. We are now concerned with the question of inner rightness: Does this 
decision seem right? Am I being true to myself? Is this in line with who I sense 
I’m called to become? Am I being of service to the world?  

Yearning for wholeness
Many people who shift to a Teal perspective start to keenly 

sense the pain and emptiness in modern life, where we have 

separated from much of our true nature. We have let our busy 

egos trump the quiet voice of our soul; we are part of a culture 

that celebrates the mind and neglects the body; we so value 

the masculine that we neglect in us the feminine; we have 

lost community and our innate connection with nature. This 

realization often triggers a deep yearning for wholeness, for 

reuniting with all of who we are, with others around us and all 

forms of life and nature. It is not driven by a moral imperative 

(we should care for nature!) but by a deep realization that we 

are all deeply interconnected, deeply one. 

What could this mean  
for organizations? 
When people shift perspective in such profound ways, it is easy to speculate that they will 

structure and run organizations very differently. But really, there is no need to speculate. As 
we will discuss in the next part of the book, there are organizations out there that already 

operate along Teal principles and practices. And by now there are enough of them for us to 

have quite a good understanding of how Teal organizations can be structured and run. 
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Part 2

To make sense of something 
new, it’s always good 

to start with a story 

Here is the story of neighborhood nursing in the Netherlands and 

of a pioneering organization called Buurtzorg. Since at least the 

eighteenth century, every neighborhood in the Netherlands has had 

one or more nurses that worked outside of hospitals, visiting the sick 

and the elderly in their homes. During the twentieth century, the 

social security system increasingly took over the costs of the system. 



In the 1980s, the Dutch government had an idea that made a lot of sense, seen 

from an “Orange” scientific/industrial perspective: if all the nurses could be 
grouped into large organizations, economies of scale would kick in, generating 

savings for the taxpayer. Nurses were pushed to affiliate with large organi-
zations that started implementing modern (Orange) management practices 

step by step.

 Quickly, these organizations decided it was inefficient that the client would 
always be seen by the same nurse. A different nurse was now dispatched to 
clients every day, based on availability. Higher flexibility meant less potential 
downtime for nurses between two clients. Call centers were set up in head-

quarters, now that clients could no longer call “their” nurse directly.

 Then, it was decided to have the nurses specialize. More experienced nurses 

must be paid more, so they were sent to do only the more difficult, technical 
interventions. All the rest—simpler things like shots and bandages—was now 
pushed to less expensive nurses, resulting in further cost savings. 
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From 8:00 to 8:05, I’m expected at this address. I 
have five minutes to come in, say hi, change two 
compression stockings, and be out again.

The planner’s program calculated 
that it will take me three minutes to 
drive to my next client …

… where I’ll have ten minutes 
to give a shot …

Step by step, the Orange machine logic took over
Managers noticed that some nurses worked much faster than others, so time norms were established. Two-

and-a-half minutes to change a compression stocking, ten minutes for a shot.  Everything was specified down 
to the minute. With time norms defined, planning departments were set up in headquarters. Every evening, 
each nurse now receives a sheet of paper with a detailed plan for the next day, prepared by someone in the 

planning department she most likely will never meet. 

And, predictably, these corporations started merging 
The care providers started merging in pursuit of further economies of scale. To “manage” the 

nurses in these big companies, layers of hierarchy were added. A district manager overseeing 

a few dozen nurses reports to a regional manager, who reports to a national manager.The 

managers today often have no nursing experience. Their role is simply to monitor and improve 

the nurses’ performance. They have lots of data they can slice and dice because nurses are 

asked to peg a small barcode sticker to the front door of all clients, scan that code when they 

go in to provide care, and scan it again when they leave. With all this data, managers can 

make continuous improvement; they can tell nurses for which kind of interventions they are 

slower than their peers.

 Every one of these changes—specialization, flexibility, economies of scale, continuous 
improvement—has resulted in efficiency gains, arguably a good thing for the Dutch health 
care system. 
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But there is a dark side to the system
Patients hate it 
For older, sometimes 

confused clients, having 

an unknown face come 

into the intimacy of their 

home every day is difficult. 
They have to share their 

story and their medical 

condition with a total—and 
hurried—stranger.

Nurses hate it
The way they are asked to 

operate hurts their vocation 

and integrity. They realize 

that they often give bad or 

insufficient care. But the 
system prevents them from 

doing what they know is 

called for. 

Ok, I read here 
that you need 
a shot.

That’s what it says on the 
paper, but it’s a bit more 

complicated. Let me explain …

I’m sorry, I have no time. 
Let me quickly give you 
the shot and I’ll be  
out again.

… And now I’ve 
been turned 
into a robot. 

This work  
was my calling …



A nurse named Jos de Blok 
created Buurtzorg in 2006 … 
Jos had been working as a nurse for ten years and experienced firsthand the 
changes forced onto his profession. Disgusted, he quit his job and created 

Buurtzorg. It would operate entirely differently. Quickly, he found that a self-
organizing team of ten to twelve nurses with no manager and no team leader 

was perfect to provide great care—and a great work place.

With a whole different 
perspective on health care 
Care, at its best, is a small miracle that hap-

pens, or not, in the relationship of a patient 

and a nurse. That miracle never shows up 

when a mechanical perspective is applied 

to care. The best care will happen, de Blok 

is convinced, when nurses are seen as pro-

fessionals, when they are trusted. Give them 

freedom, and they will offer truly great care.  

Our purpose is 
to help patients 
lead lives that 
are as rich and 
autonomous as 
possible.

With ten people, 
we will have all the 
economies of scale.

Each patient will see always the 
same one or two nurses.

We will simply distribute the 
management tasks among us. 
Who wants to take care 
of the holiday planning?

Our purpose is not 
to give shots or 

change stockings!
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The first thing a nurse from Buurtzorg  
does with a new patient is to sit down  
and drink coffee

Nurses often assist the patients in creating a network of support, to feel less alone and less 

dependent. For instance, they often help older patients and their children learn how to be 

there for one another during illness.

Do you have children 
who could help you?

Oh, you haven’t 
spoken with them 

in a while? Why 
don’t we call them 

and ask them to 
come by? I’m happy 

to be there with 
you.

Tell me—what are you still able to do? And 
what can’t you do any more?

Say, your mother doesn’t 
invite her friends over anymore 
because she doesn’t feel very 
presentable … Could you 
maybe buy her a new dress?

I can call a hairdresser 
to come by.



It’s not unusual that nurses help their patients get to know neighbors to tie a network of 

support. The degree of care and intimacy between the nurses and the patients can be quite 

extraordinary. Often they journey together for years, sometimes until the very last moment, 

helping the patient depart in peace. 

Buurtzorg has become 
a spectacular success story
Patients and nurses love Buurtzorg so much 

that nurses have been deserting traditional 

nursing companies in droves. Every month, 

Buurtzorg receives hundreds of applications 

from nurses wanting to jump ship. Buurtzorg 

now employs more than nine thousand nurses, 

or two-thirds of all neighborhood nurses in 

the Netherlands! The nine thousand nurses all 

work in small teams of ten to twelve nurses, 

without a leader in the team and with no 

manager above them. No one times the nurses’ 

interventions with patients. The whole nine 

thousand-strong company is managed with 

a headquarters of just twenty-eight people. 

“Hello. I am a nurse 
working with the old 

lady next door. Would 
you be willing to meet 

her and help her out, in 
case she needs a helping 

hand?”

Oh I see there is a 
young family next door. 
Do you know them?
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Oh, that’s just 
WON-derful. 

A nurse that takes time  
to sit down and have  

a cup of coffee … 

But we live in a world 
where there is no time 

for that! Time is money!!
We can’t afford this!

Well, that’s what you would think. But 
here is the extraordinary news: Buurtzorg’s 
financial and medical outcomes are off the 

chart—in the good way of off the chart. 



Because instead of just working off a 
crazy schedule, we now help patients 

become autonomous as much as possible

Thirty percent of all emergency 
hospital intakes are avoided.

We know the patients so well that 
we can detect problems early on.

Buurtzorg saves the Dutch social 
security system hundreds of millions 
of euros every year. 

A few years ago, a study from Ernst & Young9  
found that Buurtzorg uses less than 40 percent  
of the hours prescribed by the doctor. 

We have colleagues who are now trying to apply the 
same principles in psychiatric care, youth care, and 
other fields. And nurses from all over the world are 
setting up similar organizations in their countries. 
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Buurtzorg is just one of several 
extraordinary pioneers that  
are reinventing management

AES 
Global producer and 

distributor of electricity, 

40,000 employees 

worldwide (2001), for profit

Buurtzorg 
Home care nonprofit  
in the Netherlands,  

9,000 employees 

BSO/Origin
IT services, 10,000 

employees worldwide 

(1996), for profit

FAVI 
Brass foundry, 

automotive supplier, 

France, 500 employees, 

for profit

Heiligenfeld
Network of mental health 

hospitals, Germany, 

600 employees, for profit

Holacracy
Organizational “operating 

system” adopted by many 

organizations throughout 

the world

Morning Star
Tomato harvesting,  

transport, and processing, 

California, 400-2,400 

employees, for profit   

Patagonia 
Outdoor apparel maker 

and retailer, United States, 

1,350 employees, 

for profit

RHD
Human services nonprofit, 

United States,  

4,000 employees

Sounds True
Multimedia publishing 

company, United States,  

90 employees and 

20 dogs, for profit

ESBZ
Publicly financed grade 7-13 

school in Berlin, Germany, 

1,500 teachers, students, 

and parents, nonprofit

Sun Hydraulics
Manufacturing of hydraulic 

valves and manifolds, global, 

900 employees, for profit



Many different industries,  
many different geographies ...  
but not your usual suspects 
The previous page gives an overview of twelve 

organizations that I researched in depth and 

that already operate to a significant degree 
based on Teal principles and practices. They 

are not your usual suspects—these days we 
often read about management at Google, 

Apple, or Facebook. The organizations I 

researched don’t have ping-pong tables or 

sushi bars, but their management practices 

are in a different league. 
 I find it quite remarkable that among these 
twelve organizations there are nonprofits 
as well as for profits, blue- and white-collar 
environments, and industries ranging from 

manufacturing, power generation, and food 

processing to health care and education. It 

seems that this new paradigm can operate 

in all sectors. It's also noteworthy that some 

organizations were founded with Teal ideas 

from the beginning, while others operated 

with traditional management practices before 

a new leadership transformed them.  

 I often get asked the question, “I wonder if 

this could work in my country?” Some of the 
companies I researched are based in Europe, 

others in the US, and some are truly global. 

I’ve come to believe that these management 

practices can operate in every type of culture 

because they tap into fundamental human 

needs, longings, and capabilities.

MANUFACTURING

FOR PROFIT

NON PROFIT
EDUCATION

HEALTH CARE

RETAIL
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A new metaphor: 
organizations as living systems 
Orange speaks of organizations as machines. Green 

uses the metaphor of families. Several of the founders 

of the Teal organizations researched for this book 

explicitly talk about the need for a new metaphor. 

Clearly, looking at organizations as machines feels 

soulless and clunky. People are more than cogs to 

be aligned on an organization chart. From a Teal 

perspective, the metaphor of the family can feel 

awkward too. Families, as we all know, can be mildly 

or wildly dysfunctional. And let’s take the metaphor 

seriously: if I’m your boss and you are reporting to 

me, does it imply that I’m a father and you are a child?
 The founders of Teal organizations use 

a different metaphor: with surprising 
frequency, they talk about their 

organization as a living organism 

or living system. Life, in all its 

evolutionary wisdom, manages 

ecosystems of unfathomable 

beauty, ever evolving toward more wholeness, 

complexity, and consciousness. Change in nature 

happens everywhere, all the time, in a self-organizing 

urge that comes from every cell and every organism, 

with no need for central command and control.

 The metaphor opens up new horizons. Imagine what 

organizations would be like if we stopped designing 

them like soulless machines. What could organizations 

achieve, and what would work feel like, if we treated 

them like living beings, if we let them be fueled by 

the evolutionary power of life itself? 



Teal organizations come with three 
breakthroughs that fundamentally 
challenge management as we know it 

Self-management
Teal organizations have found the key to upgrading their structures from 

hierarchical, bureaucratic pyramids to powerful and fluid systems of dis-

tributed authority and collective intelligence. 

Wholeness
Organizations have always been places that encourage people to show 

up with a narrow “professional” self. Teal organizations have developed a 

consistent set of practices that invite us to drop the mask, reclaim our inner 

wholeness, and bring all of who we are to work.  

Evolutionary purpose
Teal organizations are seen as having a life and a sense of direction of their 

own. Instead of trying to predict and control the future, members of the 

organization are invited to listen and understand what the organization is 

drawn to become, where it naturally wants to go.

The three breakthroughs reinforce each other ...
... but companies don’t necessarily have to embrace all three. Of the twelve organizations 

 I researched, Buurtzorg is probably the most advanced across the board. On the other hand, 

a company like Morning Star, that we’ll soon meet, has pushed and refined the breakthrough 
of self-management to an extraordinary degree but has given less thought to wholeness and 

evolutionary purpose. In many ways, this is good news: it makes the task less daunting for 

leaders inspired to transform their organizations. I hear from many companies and nonpro-

fits that are currently making the transition, and they generally focus, at least at first, on the 
breakthrough that to colleagues feels the most important.
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Breakthrough 1
Self-management

_____________________

We thought we needed  
hierarchy and pyramids

We now know how to create  
much more powerful and fluid  

systems of distributed authority
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Part 2 /  Self-management

In environments where complexity is low, pyramidal structures 

with layers of hierarchy can work well. The few people at the top 

can make sense of all the complexity and make good decisions.

When complexity increases, the pyramid breaks down. The few 

people at the top, however smart they are, don’t have enough 

bandwidth to grasp and deal with all the complexity. 

Get ready for this: at Buurtzorg  
with its 9,000 people, no one is  
the boss of anyone else
And it’s not only Buurtzorg. Other large 

and very successful organizations operate 

entirely without the familiar pyramid, 

without managers. I know this might sound 

outrageous. Can it be true? We have a hard 
time wrapping our heads around this. I’ll 

be honest: I wasn’t expecting this when I 

started my research. I thought I would find 
“empowered” organizations with very few 

layers of management. But no layers of 

management? I thought that was impossible.  
 This is because I’ve grown up, like most of 

us, believing that it’s possible, perhaps, for a 

team of four or five people to operate without 
a boss. But any group larger than that—at least 
I once thought—needs a structure, needs a 
boss, needs someone to call the shots! The 

truth, I now understand, is that large groups 

need structure and coordinating mechanisms, 

but can operate more powerfully without 

bosses! Our world is becoming too complex 

for us to continue operating with the pyramid 

we inherited a few thousand years ago.

Low
complexity

High
complexity

We’ve tried to get 
rid of bosses … and 
frankly, it doesn't 
work.

For a team to work 
well, you need to 

have a boss, someone 
to call the shots! Really?



Hierarchy cannot cope  
with complexity
It’s almost become a rule today: CEOs and top leaders 

are hopelessly overworked. Any decision that requires 

some coordination, some broad perspective, has to 

pass by them, because in pyramidal organizations it’s 

only at the top that reporting lines converge. They 

often feel uneasy, nervous about making decisions 

with only a few facts and arguments presented to 

them. But like workers on an assembly line, a decision 

must be made, one way or another, and it’s off to the 
next decision … or the company grinds to a halt.

 Time at the top is so precious that people below 

often spend weeks preparing for a thirty-minute slot 

they are given with the executive committee. Many 

important decisions actually never get a slot, never 

get made. Other decisions made at the top turn out 

to be poor, even disastrous, because of politics or 

because people at the top simply don’t have time to 

really understand what’s going on in the field. In a 
complex world, the pyramid turns into a bottleneck. 

Even if people at the top throw in more hours, it’s a 

structural problem that more hours won’t solve. So 

what’s the alternative?
 The alternative, funnily enough, is all around us. All 

the complex systems that exist in the world—and there 
are many!—operate based on structures of distributed 
authority. Not a single complex system works with a 

pyramidal hierarchy, because such hierarchy always 

breaks down in the face of complexity. 

Since you only have three minutes 
to make this critical decision,

 I’ll just share a few sound bites …

… and then we’ll all pretend 
you understand the implications 
of your decision. 59
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The global economy?  
Too complex for a central 
planning committee! 
The global economy is a hugely complex 

system—millions of companies, billions of 
consumers, making trillions of choices every 

day. It operates with structure and coordinating 

mechanisms, but there is no boss. The idea 

that we need a Soviet-style central planning 

committee to try to control the complexity 

has been completely discredited. And yet, 

we still cling to the idea that we need such 

central committees in organizations (where 

we call them the executive committee or the 

management team).

The human brain: 85 billion cells,  
and no executive committee, no middle managers 
Take another example: the brain we have in our head. It has 85 billion cells, and many 

more connections. There is a structure, there are coordinating mechanisms, but not 

bosses. Imagine one cell saying, “I’m the CEO. Any important thought has to pass by 

me for approval and by these six cells that I’ve chosen to be my executive committee.” 

The brain is much too complex to be operated in a pyramidal fashion. It would stop 

functioning immediately if we tried.

Birds in a flock don’t knock each other out
There can be hundreds of thousands of birds in a flock, flying 

at high speeds. And in the blink of an eye, when a predator 

appears, this whole dense cloud changes direction. How do 

the birds avoid mass collisions? It’s almost a miracle. Hierarchy 
and centralized decision-making could never master this level 

of speed and complexity. Coordination is embedded in three 

rules that all birds play by.10 Coordination mechanisms, rather 
than hierarchy, keep the flock agile and safe.    



Take an ecosystem such as a forest  
and imagine running it with layers of hierarchy
Let’s take another example: a forest is a hugely complex system. There are billions of living 

beings ranging from microscopic organisms to massive trees. The whole system cooperates in 

extraordinary powerful ways. Let’s imagine the winter sets in early. The whole ecosystem will 

adapt at once in a wonderfully complex interplay of the species. Now imagine trying to handle 

that with a traditional pyramidal structure. The largest tree—the CEO—would tell everyone to 
hold it until he and his buddy trees from the executive committee have come up with a plan. 

That plan, when it’s ready, get’s communicated in a cascaded way until the instructions reach 

the last worm, insect, and bacterium. But by that time, it’s likely that spring will have set in! 

Everyone! Winter came in much 
earlier that expected. But don’t 

worry: the executive committee will 
come up with a plan.

You all freeze until 
we tell you what to do.

61



Part 2 /  Self-management

Misperception #2 
The common assumption here 

is: "self-management = consen-

sus decision making = endless  

meetings.” Be reassured: that’s not 

the case. Self-managing organiza-

tions work with decision-making 

mechanisms that are both simpler 

and more powerful than consen-

sus. Actually, in self- managing 

organizations, there tend to be 

many fewer meetings than in 

today’s workplaces.

Misperception #3
Another misconception: that self- 

management is still somehow 

experimental and unproven. The 

reality is that there are organi-

zations out there, such as W. L. 

Gore, the maker of Gore-Tex; 

Morning Star, a tomato processing 

company; and others that have 

operated in self-managing fashion 

for decades. They have gone 

through economic booms and 

busts and have been shown to be 

remarkably resilient—like ecosys-

tems. More resilient, in fact, than 

most traditional organizations.

Buurtzorg has more than nine thousand people today, and there are no managers, no bosses. 

Other organizations operate in similar ways. They have found ways to import the principles 

that fuel truly complex systems in nature into the workplace. We now know how this works. 

I’ve noticed that as soon as I talk about self-management, all sorts of misunderstandings arise. 

We often try to make sense of something new by projecting old thoughts onto it. So let’s try 

to get some misunderstandings out of the way before we go any further.

Misperception #1 
Many people assume that self-

management means that there 

is no structure, that everything 

is informal, chaotic. The mistaken 

assumption here is that “no 

bosses = anybody can do what 

they want.” That’s not the case. 

In self-management, just like 

in nature, there are structures 

and coordination mechanisms. 

People work in defined roles and 
there are processes for how to 

make decisions, how to deal with 

conflict, and so forth. 

Please! Self management 
can never work. In real life 
you need some structure!

This is all still very 
experimental. 

Here is the good news :  
we now know how to operate 
large organizations without 
power hierarchy

If you like to spend your 
days in endless meetings, 
be my guest!



Early attempts at self-management have often 

failed because people took a shortcut. They 

simply decreed: let’s get rid of hierarchy and 

bosses. The company’s backbone was ripped 

out without putting a new structure in place. 

The result: power vacuum and chaos. For 

self-management to work, it’s not enough to 

take hierarchy out. We need to grow a system 

of distributed authority, which requires that 

we upgrade almost all existing management 

practices and structures. 

 This brings up lots of questions. What struc-
ture should replace the pyramid? Who can make 
what decisions and how? Who decides who 
deserves a pay raise? Do we still need budgets 
and targets? Who gets to see what informa-
tion? These are very practical questions that 

need concrete answers. The good news is that 

there are enough successful self-managing 

organizations out there for us to know how 

each of these topics can be addressed. We 

pretty much have all the answers to these 

questions. Here is a list of the most impor-

tant management structures and practices that 

need upgrading. 

BUDGETSORGANIZATIONAL 
STRUCTURE

TARGETSSTAFF
FUNCTIONS

PERFORMANCE
MANAGEMENT

INFORMATION
FLOWS

COMPENSATION
AND INCENTIVES

DECISION-
MAKING

CONFLICT
MANAGEMENT

MEETING
ARCHITECTURE

CRISIS
MANAGEMENT

PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT

DISMISSALSINVESTMENTS

Self-management requires that  
we upgrade almost all of the basic 
practices of management

The next few pages illustrate 
a few of these practices
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Layers of hierarchy bring order and stability to large 

organizations. But everywhere around us we see signs 

that the pyramid finds it hard to cope with the com-

plexity of the world today. We need to upgrade to 

structures of distributed authority.

 So what’s the structure of a place like Buurtzorg, 

then? The core unit is a self-managing team of ten to 
twelve nurses. Today there are eight hundred such 

teams throughout the Netherlands. In the teams, 

there is no team leader; the management tasks are 

spread out among the nurses. One person, for instance, 

deals with weekend planning, another takes the lead 

in recruitment, a third is the contact person with the 

local hospital, and so on.  

 Above the teams, there are no managers. For every 

forty to fifty teams in a region, there is a regional coach 
that teams can call when they need help to sort out a 

problem. The coach has no power over the team. Nor 

does she have any targets to reach or profit-and-loss 
responsibility. She is just there to help. Her role is 

significant nevertheless. Self-management is no walk 
in the park, and when teams get stuck, they are happy 

to be able to draw on the help of the coach. 

 And the headquarters? There are only twenty-eight 
people working in headquarters, mostly involved in 

administrative tasks such as interfacing with the Dutch 

social security system. They are truly “support func-

tions”; they cannot impose procedures or guidelines 

from the top in the way staff functions usually do. 
Beyond that, there is no executive committee, no 

“head of” HR, finance, sales, or marketing that you 
would normally expect. The overall structure is really 

extraordinarily simple. 

Organizational structure
For the longest time, we thought  
we needed a pyramid to organize human activity

Teams of 
self-managing 

nurses

Support from 
coaches and HQ



Here is another example:  
an automotive supplier structured 
almost exactly like Buurtzorg

Self-management has proven itself in many industries. 

There are, for instance, a number of very successful 

factories that operate in this way. One of them is FAVI, 

a five hundred-person brass foundry in the north of 
France that produces gearbox forks for the automotive 

industry, among others. It was founded in the 1950s 

and was run for decades in traditional ways: there 

was a CEO, an executive committee (sales, HR, finance, 
engineering, maintenance …), and in the factory, a chef 
de production commanding the chefs de services, who 

commanded the chefs d’ateliers who commanded the 

chefs d’équipes who commanded the workers! 

 Then in 1983, a new CEO was appointed: Jean-

François Zobrist, a maverick and charismatic former 

paratrooper who turned FAVI upside down. Today, 

FAVI operates on lines very similar to Buurtzorg. 

There are thirteen self-managing “mini-factories.” 

Most mini-factories serve a specific client: there is the 
Volvo team, the Volkswagen team, the Audi team … 

and there are a few upstream production teams (the 

foundry team, the mold repair team) and support teams 

(the engineering team, the sales support team, etc.). 

Above the teams, there is no layer of management, 

no executive committee, other than the “CEO” (more 

on the role of the “CEO”— the quotation marks are 
deliberate—in Part 3 of this book). 
 FAVI’s results are quite extraordinary. All its competi-

tors have moved to China to enjoy cheaper labor costs, 

yet FAVI is not only the one producer left standing in 

Europe; it commands a 50 percent market share for its 

product. Its quality is legendary, and its on-time deli-

very close to mythical: not a single order has shipped 

late in over twenty-five years. FAVI’s profit margins are 
so high that most years, despite Chinese competition, 

workers make sixteen or seventeen months of salary, 

thanks to profit sharing. There is virtually no employee 
turnover; workers who have tasted FAVI’s ways of wor-

king can’t see themselves going back to traditionally 

run factories.
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How an order gets processed perhaps best illustrates how 
self-management transformed FAVI

This fragmented process was 
a black box, for sales account 
managers as much as for workers. 
If an order was late, it was hard to 
explain what had gone wrong. 

Workers simply needed to show 
up and do what they were told. 
They had no idea if the order book 
was full or empty, or what client 
they were producing for.

Based on the schedule, HR then 
allocated workers to machines.

This is how it used to work when 
FAVI was still run traditionally.  
A sales manager who received  
a client order instructed someone 
in sales support to enter the order 
into the system.

The planning department gave 
sales an estimated shipping date 
and allocated the necessary 
machine time in the master 
planning.

The day before production,  
the scheduling department made 
the detailed planning of what 
would be produced on which 
machine.



Today the process at FAVI is much simpler
Once a week, the sales account person from, say, the Audi mini-factory meets with his team-

mates to share the order for the week. Everyone joins in the joy if the order is large or the 

disappointment if the order is small. Planning happens on the spot, and the team jointly agrees 

on a shipping date. Sometimes, the sales account person has bad news to share: Chinese 

competition quoted a very low price. Can we match it? People knock their heads together 
and figure out if they feel they can shave another few minutes off the machining process. 
The teammates don’t have—and don’t need—targets or bosses. They face their clients and 
competitors directly and know that their jobs depend on doing a good job and making wise 

decisions. They are proud of the work they do and their capacity to self-organize. 
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Decision-making

The advice process: the critical 
innovation underpinning self-management
I find this fascinating: several organizations 
independently discovered a better deci-

sion-making mechanism. One company called 

it the Advice Process, a name that captures its 

essence well.11 The principle is that anyone 

can make any decision, including spending 

company money. But first, that person has to 
seek advice from 1) people who have exper-

tise about the topic, and 2) from those that 

will be meaningfully affected, that will have 
to live with the decision. 

 The decision-maker must consider all 

advice seriously. But the goal is not to make 

a watered-down compromise. After careful 

consideration, the decision-maker chooses 

what he sees as the best course of action, even 

if that means going against a piece of advice 

received from a colleague. 

We’ve grown up believing there are basically three ways to make decisions. 

Unfortunately, none of them works particularly well in organizations. 

TOP-DOWN (HIERARCHICAL) CONSENSUS VOTE (MAJORITY RULE)

In any case, 
I have the 
last word.

… or I can 
delegate, if I 
feel like it.

 I decide … It took sixteen hours, 
but I think we now all 
agree on the agenda of 
the meeting, right? 

Guys, please listen, this is my area 
of expertise! It's a terrible idea.

Perhaps … but we 
are asked to vote, 
not to listen.  

I get useful perspectives 
that help me improve my 
proposal … … and then 

my colleagues trust me 
to make the best 
decision. 



In practice, the advice process proves remarkably powerful. Any person who feels strongly 

about an issue or a possibility has the power to do something about it. And at the same time, 

every decision is informed by a form of collective intelligence, as everyone who has something 

meaningful to contribute is heard. 

 Perhaps you wonder: does it really work? Do people really seek advice and listen? What 
prevents people from pretending to listen and then making a decision they had wanted all 

along? Here is why people take the advice process very seriously: they are on both ends of the 
equation all the time. Imagine that one morning, you give advice to a colleague. Of course, you 

hope that she will consider it very carefully. And so later that day, when the same colleague 

comes to you to give you advice on a different topic, it will be hard for you to simply dismiss 
her advice. Everyone is enmeshed in a deep network of advice-giving. In these workplaces, if 

you shoot from the hip, colleagues will quickly let you know that your behavior is unacceptable.

 With the advice process, there is no need for hierarchy, no need to seek approval, to escalate 

decisions upwards. No need to try and get a topic on some committee’s agenda, no need to 

play politics. 

Let’s take an example:  
a worker can decide  
to buy a new machine
When a new machine is needed, one of the machine operators can step up to lead the deci-

sion-making process. He can set up a list of specifications and negotiate with machine suppliers. 
Along the way, before he makes any decision, he must consult people with expertise and 

people who will be meaningfully affected.  

None of my friends who work  
in other companies believe that I’m 
trusted to buy a machine that costs 
hundreds of thousands of dollars.

When I drew 
up the specs, I 
consulted Pete, 
the engineer who 
works in R&D, 
to find out if 
future products 
have specific 
machining 
requirements  
I need to take 
into account. 
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The bigger the decision,  
the more people need to 
be asked for advice
For small decisions related to your work, you simply go ahead and make the 

call. If the decision is somewhat more important, you might pop your head 

in a colleague’s office or send out an email. Often, a team meeting might be 
a good place to get quick advice, if everyone on the team is concerned. For 

a larger decision—take the purchase of the machine, for example—you are 
likely to set up meetings along the way, ad hoc, when needed. 

 What about decisions that affect everyone in the organization? Well … 
everyone must be consulted! How is that possible in a large organization? 
Let’s imagine that for some reason, the way overtime is calculated needs 

changing at Buurtzorg. That affects all nine thousand nurses. Jos de Blok has 
found a simple and powerful way to go about it. He seeks advice with a blog 

post. He writes posts regularly, often at ten o’clock at night, from his couch 

at home. He shares directions the company could take, decisions he feels are 

needed, or simply a story that epitomizes what Buurtzorg is about. The posts 

are written straight from the heart, without PR polish.

 When he has a decision in mind that affects all the nurses, he shares his 
proposal and the thinking behind it and asks for reactions. The next day, the 

message is read by thousands of nurses when they log on between two clients. 

And it draws dozens, sometimes hundreds, of comments. And then one of 

two things happens. Most often, the comments signal that nurses agree with 

Jos’s proposal. In the evening, twenty-four hours after the initial blog post, 

I sat down with Jayla from finance,  
who helped me review my calculations and 
gave me advice from a financial perspective. 
And Janet has a lot of expertise in 
negotiations. I learned a great deal there too.  

And of course, at various points in time, I consulted my 
colleagues who will operate the machine with me.  

With all these perspectives, I feel I made the right decision.  
We are all pretty excited about the new machine!  

Back in the day, an engineer and a purchaser decided what 
machine to buy, and we would discover the machine only on the 

day it was installed. No wonder we dragged our feet to use it.



Jos writes from his sofa again to confirm the decision. 
Sometimes, however, the comments show disagree-

ment. Nurses share that from their perspective, things 

are more complex than Jos seems to realize. In such 

situations, when Jos is back on his sofa in the evening, 

he simply writes another message saying, in essence: 

“Oops, you are right. My proposal was premature.” He 

then either makes an updated proposal, integrating 

the advice received. Or if things are really complex, 

he suggests creating a volunteer work group to look 

into the situation and come up with a solid proposal. 

This kind of leadership by blog post requires a degree 

of trust, candor, and vulnerability that few CEOs in 

traditional companies would feel comfortable with. 

Once a post is published, there is no going back. Critical 

comments and rebukes are for all to see; they cannot 

be erased and can hardly be ignored. And where the 

discussion goes is beyond the CEO’s control. 

 But consider the upside! I marvel at the efficiency 
of the process: a twenty-four-hour cycle to make deci-

sions. Decisions that are already supported by the 

whole organization, to boot! 
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Contrast this with how a traditional organization may have decided  

about a change to the overtime formula.  

The CEO would ask the head of HR 
to make a proposal. 

The head of HR would task a junior 
member of the HR team with 
writing a draft. 

A few days later, the two would 
meet to review the draft proposal. 
Most probably, the head of HR 
would have a few comments 
and they would meet a second, 
perhaps a third time. 

And the head of HR Is back to the drawing board with 
the junior team member. 

Now it goes to someone in internal communications 
who wordsmiths the document …

Two weeks later, in the next executive committee 
meeting, the proposal is finally endorsed.

The proposal is then discussed at an executive 
committee meeting. Maybe politics will come into 
play. Someone wants to look smart and insists on 
investigating some alternative option.



It doesn't need to be complicated
One of the first questions people often ask is: so when there 
are no more bosses, who gets to decide who makes how much 

money? Who gets a pay raise or a fat bonus? 
 Talking about bonuses, here is an interesting finding: none 
of the organizations I researched believes in individual or 

team incentives. For instance, at FAVI, no one is incentivized, 

not even the sales people. Actually, sales people at FAVI don’t 

even have targets. I write this, and I realize that by now I might 

have lost some of you: sales people without targets and the 

promise of a fat bonus, seriously? But come to think of it, a 
sales person at FAVI, say from the Audi or the Volvo team, 

meets his colleagues every week to tell them about the weekly 

order. He sees how everyone cheers when the order is large 

and how there is disappointment when the order is small. His 

Compensation 
and incentives

So MANY meetings! But that’s how we tend to do things today. Perhaps you understand why I sometimes 

smile when people tell me: “But the advice process must take a lot of time!” In reality, it tends to be ruthlessly  

efficient. The quality of the decisions is often much higher too, because insightful perspectives have emerged 
and been integrated. Every decision is fueled by a process of collective intelligence. I wonder if you noticed: 

in the example where HR was tasked with making a proposal, no one ever consulted the nurses. It could well 

be that the decision proves unworkable on the ground. By the time people find out, it’s too late and it will 
take another long and painful process to revise the decision. 

… that the head of HR presents  
in a meeting to all regional managers … … who in turn cascade it down in meetings with their nurses.

I find this 
slightly 
insulting, to 
be honest!
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teammates’ livelihood depends on a healthy order book. What more incentive 

does he need? From a Teal perspective, it’s almost insulting to believe that 
someone will work hard just because you dangle a carrot in front of their face. If 

a person isn’t motivated to do great work, something is up. Let’s talk about the 

issue and try to discover what blocks the person’s inner motivation. But today, 

in many workplaces, we simply accept that most people aren’t motivated, and 

we try to buy them off with the promise of a fat bonus (despite the fact that 
research shows that bonuses don’t work or are even counterproductive).12
 Instead of bonuses, many organizations I researched simply share a part of 

the profit with everyone when profits are abundant. I’ve mentioned how at 
FAVI, for instance, in most years, machine operators will make the equivalent 

of fifteen or sixteen months of salary, thanks to the company’s profit-sharing 
scheme.  



But what about the base pay? Who gets to 
decide who deserves a raise, for instance? The 
most elegant process I’ve seen comes from 

a company called Morning Star in California. 

 Morning Star is the company in this research 

that has fleshed out, perhaps better than any 
other, the processes required for effective self-
management. It was started quite humbly in 

1970 by a man named Chris Rufer, who leased 

a truck to haul tomatoes. Today Rufer heads 

a small tomato empire: Morning Star harvests 

tomatoes, runs a two hundred-truck hauling 

business, and has become the world’s largest 

tomato-processing company. It operates three 

state-of-the-art processing plants that produce 

30 to 40 percent of the tomato paste and diced 

tomatoes consumed in the United States. 

Chances are that if you’ve been to the United 

States and you’re not allergic to spaghetti 

sauce, ketchup, or pizza, you’ve enjoyed 

Morning Star’s products more often than you 

know. The company is in a commodity industry, 

and yet it is highly profitable. Chris Rufer has 
been able to finance the growth mostly from 
cash flows and remains 100 percent owner 
of his business. Morning Star came up with 

a number of technical innovations, but self-

management can certainly be credited for 

much of its success. 

     At Morning Star, pay increases are self-ini-

tiated. If you work there, once a year, you write 

a letter in which you state what raise you think 

you deserve. You also discuss with colleagues 

in your area who wants to volunteer for this 

year's salary panel that will provide advice.  

This year, not much has 
changed and I don't 
expect more than a cost-
of-living adjustment.

Ha, I feel I deserve  
a 7 percent raise!

I add back-up material about  
the successful projects 

I’ve delivered, and the 360 
feedback from colleagues. 
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Our job on the panel is to read 
all the letters carefully and to 

provide feedback.
We find you’ve been too 
humble. You’ve taken on 
more responsibility and 
a 4 percent raise would 
be fully in order!

Your 7 percent seems on the 
high side. We suggest that 5 
percent would be more in line 
with what we’ve seen with 
other colleagues.

People are remarkably good at estimating their 

value. In any given year at Morning Star, roughly 

three-quarters of colleagues will go simply 

with a cost-of-living increase and a quarter 

with a salary raise on top of it. Sometimes the 

salary panel tells colleagues they’ve been too 

humble—it really happens. And in a handful of 
cases, the panel tells people they might have 

aimed too high. In such cases, the panel has 

no authority to force the colleague to accept 

its advice. But if a colleague seems to be really 

unreasonable, the panel can invoke an extra 

step: a conflict resolution mechanism that 
creates the space to find a solution agreeable 
to everyone.  

 The remarkable thing about the advice 

process is that it cuts through much of the 

strategizing, haggling, and complaining about 

compensation. You think your salary is too 

low? Simply make the proposal to raise it and 

see what happens. At Morning Star, salary is 

not something people waste much time talk-

ing about. Like many other practices, the way 

self-managing organizations deal with pay 

forces us to grow up, to behave as adults. 

Boss–subordinate relationships often push 

us to behave like parents and children, where 

subordinates rebel and complain and bosses 

get annoyed at the perceived immaturity of 

the people they manage. 

... who’s been 
good this year?

Me! Me!
That’s not fair! 
She got more 

than I did!

It’s candy time again ...



Performance management

In traditional organizations, it’s the leadership’s role to 

put pressure on the system, to challenge subordinates 

to do more and do things faster. When that pressure 

disappears, will people not simply start to slack off? 
 Many self-managing organizations have found the 

opposite, as strange as it might sound. At Buurtzorg, 

for instance, nurses need to help one another set 

healthy boundaries and not work too much. What is 

happening here? How come people without bosses 
don’t become complacent? The short answer seems 
to be this: intrinsic motivation, calibrated by peer 
emulation and market demands. 

 Most workplaces slowly but surely sap people’s 

motivation. Young recruits often beam with energy and 

with ideas. But then, again and again, their ideas get 

lost in the quicksand of the company’s decision-ma-

king. At the same time, they are regularly asked to 

comply with some absurd decisions made high up the 

pyramid. At some point, they settle for less and say, 

“Simply tell me what you want, and I’ll do it.” When 

people cannot express their talents, something in 

them dies a little. But this can be reversed: nurses who 

join Buurtzorg often share that they feel like they’ve 

somehow found new life. All of us are happier at the 

end of a day where we did great work rather than lousy 

work. When nothing stands in the way of our intrinsic 

motivation, we tend to be … well, motivated!  

 Peer emulation plays a big role too. At Buurtzorg, 

teams see every month how they compare with others 

in terms of productive hours.13 This information is 

public. When a team lands at the bottom of the list, 

antibodies (or call it pride) kick in: there will always be 

a team member who will call a team meeting to discuss 

the situation. The same is true when one team member 

isn’t pulling her weight: at some point, another team 

member will raise the issue. You can hide from a boss. 

It’s much harder to hide from colleagues. 

  And then there is market demand. Remember how 

changes at FAVI brought workers in much closer 

contact with their clients? Every week, workers know 
about the order their mini-factory receives. Workers 

have full transparency and know that if they drop the 

ball, Chinese competitors would love to pick it up. 

Reality is a more powerful motivator than hierarchy. 

What prevents people from simply slacking off?

It’s hard to find 
motivated people 

these days. 
 

You just have to have 
managers to keep the 

pressure up!
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No power hierarchy =  
lots of natural hierarchies!

One last word about self-management 

to put aside another frequent 

misunderstanding. It’s true that in 

self-managing organizations, there is 

no more power hierarchy: there is no 

boss who has the power to hire and 

fire you, to determine your pay raise, 
or to decide if your idea should be 

implemented. But this doesn’t mean 

that everyone is equal. Quite the 

opposite—in the absence of a power 
hierarchy, lots of natural, healthy 
hierarchies start to emerge. 

     Let’s take Buurtzorg as an example. 

Whatever the topic, some nurses will 

naturally have a larger contribution 

to make or more say, based on their 

expertise, interest, or willingness to 

step in. One nurse might be a par-

ticularly good listener and coach to 

her colleagues. Another might be a 

great planner and organizer. Another 

might be a living encyclopedia of 

arcane medical conditions. Yet ano-

ther might have a knack for handling 

conflict within the team or within the 
feuding family of a patient. Some 

nurses build up reputations and 

influence well beyond their team and 
are consulted by nurses from across 

the country in their area of expertise. 

Because there is no team manager, 

space becomes available for other 

natural and spontaneous hierarchies 

to spring up—fluid hierarchies of 
recognition, influence, and skill. 
 This is not about making everyone 

equal. Some people will tend to focus 

on narrower roles, say a machine 

operator focusing on the work related 

to a certain set of machines. And 

others will contribute with a broader 

perspective, say an engineer that 

takes the lead in designing a whole 

new factory. But the engineer has no 

power authority over the operator, not 

on hiring, firing, or salary. The genius 
of mechanisms like the advice process 

is to channel decisions and resources 

fluidly to the most appropriate person: 
sometimes the engineer will ask the 

operator for advice, and sometimes 

it will be the other way around. The 

goal is not to make everyone equally 



powerful, but to make everyone fully 

powerful. This is best understood 

using a metaphor from nature. A fern 

or a mushroom growing next to a tree 

might not reach as high as the tree, 

but that is not the point. Through 

a complex collaboration involving 

exchanges of nutrients, moisture, 

and shade, the mushroom, fern, and 

tree don’t compete as much as they 

cooperate to grow into the biggest and 

healthiest versions of themselves.

 It’s the same in Teal organizations: 

the point is not to make everyone 

equal; it is to allow all employees to 

grow into the strongest, healthiest 

versions of themselves. 
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Breakthrough 2
Striving for wholeness

_____________________

Enormous energy is set free when we finally drop the 
mask, when we dare to be fully ourselves
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Wholeness in the workplace

For some reason, there are subtle pressures 

in organizations that push almost everyone 

to wear a professional mask. In a nearly literal 

sense we see this in the bishop’s robe, the 

executive’s suit, the doctor’s white coat, and 

the uniforms at a store or restaurant. The uni-

form signals a person’s professional identity 

and rank. It is also a claim the organization 

makes on the person: while you wear this uni-

form, you don’t fully belong to yourself. 

You are to behave and show up not as 

you are, but in certain pre-determined, 

acceptable ways.

 What is at play here is a subtle, 

but powerful, conspiracy of fears. 

Organizations fear that if people 

were to bring all of themselves to 

work—their moods, quirks, and 
weekend clothes—things would 
quickly turn into a mess. Armies 

have long known that people 

who are made to feel interchan-

geable are much easier to control. 

Employees, for their part, fear that 

if they were to show up with all of 

who they are, they might expose their 

selfhood to criticism and ridicule, that 

what they show might be used against 

them at some point. Many of us figure 
it’s better to play it safe and to hide 

our selfhood behind a professional mask, to 

shut out part of who we are when we dress 

for work in the morning.

 When I speak about this in public, some-

times people tell me, “I’m not sure what you’re 

talking about. I’m the same at work as I am at 

home.” I congratulate them, because in my 

experience, this is quite rare. But I also tell 

them that I believe that some of us have been 

wearing our masks for so long that we 

have forgotten that we wear it! We no 

longer know how to take it off, even 
at home. 

     Let me try to illustrate this. We all 

have an ego, a part of us that seeks 

success and recognition, that wants 

to look good, to win arguments in 

a meeting, and so forth. And we all 

have a deeper part, some deeper 

longings, deeper hopes for our 

lives, for other people, and for the 

planet. Strangely enough, in most 

organizations, we learn quickly that 

showing up from the ego is accep-

table. It’s the norm, in meetings, for 

people to battle for their point of 

view, for their career, or for their 

team’s budget. But show up from 

a deeper place, and it won’t be 

long before you feel exposed. 



EGODEEPER SELF
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Speaking our truth feels risky
Imagine the following story. A creative young person is hired 

straight out of school by an advertising agency. (If you work 

in a bank, a hospital, or a school, feel free to adapt the story.) 

After working there for a year, he invites all his colleagues to 

an internal meeting. He tells them, “Please show up. This is 
really important to me.” 

  At the meeting, he thanks them for being there and says, “I’ve 
been thinking a lot lately. I wonder: what are we doing? I’ve come 
to see that we mostly create false needs, telling people they will 
be happy and whole only if they buy a product they don’t really 
need. To create that false need, we tell them they are not OK 
the way they are, that they should look like the photoshopped, 
impossibly perfect women and men from our ads. All this to sell 
a product made in China, that uses up natural resources and 
pollutes the planet. And that will end up in a landfill a few weeks 
or months later. I really wonder: is this what we are meant to do 
with our lives?”
 That would be a courageous conversation to initiate! But I 

suspect this young person wouldn’t have a long career with 

that advertising firm. Speaking our truth, giving voice to our 
deepest hopes and longings feels risky ... because in many 

work places, it is risky. And so we don’t speak our truth. Worse: 

it’s not just that we don’t talk about it—I believe we often 
put a lid on our inner voice; we silence it even to ourselves. 

If, in so many work places, we play petty ego games, I don’t 

believe it is because we are somehow fundamentally flawed 
as a species. Simply, the ego is what we are left with when we 

cut ourselves off from deeper parts of ourselves. 



EGO
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MASCULINE

FEMININE

Let’s take another dichotomy to explore this further. We all 

have masculine and feminine energies, whether we are male 

or female. In most organizations today, it doesn’t take long to 

learn that showing up with our masculine energy is valued. It’s 

good to appear determined, to have answers, to be actively 

building the future. And it doesn’t take long for us to realize, 

albeit unconsciously, that showing up with our feminine energy 

(again, whether we are a man or a woman) is not a career 

winner: taking care of one another, being reflective, slowing 
down, sharing vulnerability—these traits won’t get you in line 
for the next promotion. Often they are met with ridicule. And 

so we all end up appearing much more determined than we 

really are, hiding our doubts and vulnerabilities, losing touch 

with an essential part of who we are. 



MASCULINE
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RATIONAL

EMOTIONAL

SPIRITUAL

INTUITIVE

And there’s more we can choose to hide
Let’s take another example. We all have a rational, an emotional, an intuitive, and a spiritual side. In 

most work places, the rational is highly welcome—let’s put arguments and data on the table! Emotions? 
Well, let’s not get emotional at work! The intuitive side? You’d better make it hard with facts and figures. 
And the spiritual side? No, please, let’s not talk about spirituality at work. 
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Work as a place  
to strive for wholeness
In the illustration on the previous page, the 

person shows up with only one-sixteenth of 

himself. Of course this is only an illustration, 

but I think it speaks to a profound truth. If so 

many workplaces feel lifeless, it is perhaps 

because we bring so little life to work. 

 Self-management goes a long way toward 

reducing the many subtle fears people 

experience in the workplace. When there is 

no boss to please, no people below to keep 

in line, much of the poison in the organization 

gets drained. Some organizations, like Morning 

Star or FAVI, focus their efforts squarely on 
self-management. Other organizations find 
that even with self-management in place, 

being in community is not easy. We all have 

our personal histories, and in the presence 

of others, we often shy away from being fully 

ourselves.

 For that reason, some organizations have 

put in place very deliberate practices that help 

us feel safe enough to be ourselves. In fact, it 

goes further than this: they found that work 

can be a wonderful place to discover parts of 

ourselves we didn’t even know existed. The 

friction of working with others brings up won-

derful possibilities to reclaim aspects of who 

we are that we have neglected or pushed into 

the shadows.

 What happens then is magical. There is a 

level of vibrancy and aliveness in some of 

these work places that I had not seen before. 

Colleagues discover in awe how much more 

life there is in them than they ever imagined. 

Work becomes a vehicle where colleagues 

help each other reveal their inner greatness 

and manifest their calling. Much of what makes 

the workplace unpleasant and inefficient sim-

ply vanishes.

There is a sentence I heard over and 
over again from people working in Teal 
organizations: “Here I can be myself.”

There is another extraordinary 
sentence I heard from people in 
three different organizations. “You 
know, sometimes I wish home was 
more like work.” (!) They meant that 
there is a degree of listening and 
care among colleagues that they 
don't always have with their spouse 
or children. 

91



Part 2 /  Wholeness

It doesn’t need to be difficult
Most of the practices that invite us into wholeness are surprisingly simple. And yet, we have 

grown so used to narrow, almost aseptic workplaces that your first reaction to what I’ll share in 
the next pages might cause surprise or even unease: is this really appropriate in a work context? 
Take the following practice of Sounds True, a Colorado-based company that disseminates 

teachings of spiritual masters through audio and video recordings, books, and online seminars. 

 In the early days, Tami Simon, the founder and CEO of Sounds True, brought her dog along 

to the office. When the business expanded, it didn’t take long for some of the colleagues she 
hired to ask if they too could bring their dogs to work. Today it is not rare for a meeting to 

take place with two or three dogs lying at people’s feet (currently the company has twenty 

dogs along with its ninety employees). Something special happens in the presence of dogs, 

colleagues noticed. Petting a dog tends to ground us, to bring out the better sides of our 

nature. And when it’s a colleague’s dog we pet, or a colleague that pets ours, we subtly build 

community. The decision to open the company’s doors didn’t just let in dogs, but more life in 

general.



A similar thing has happened at Patagonia, the 

outdoor apparel maker. At its headquarters in 

Ventura, California, the company hosts a Child 

Development Center for employees’ children, 

from the tender age of a few months up to 

kindergarten age. You can often hear children’s 

laughter and chatter at the office, coming from the 
playground outside, from children visiting their 

parents’ desks, or from kids joining parents and 

their colleagues for lunch at the cafeteria. It is 

not uncommon to see a mother nursing her child 

during a meeting. Relationships change subtly 

but profoundly when people see each other not 

only as colleagues, but also as people capable 

of the profound love and care young children 

inspire.14 When colleagues have just played with 

a baby over lunch, it’s that much harder to fly at 
each other’s throats when they sit in a meeting.

 Allowing dogs or children into the workplace 

is not earth-shattering. And yet it’s highly 

unusual. Some people will argue that children 

or animals distract us from work. I have come 

to believe there is a deeper reason why we 

might feel unsure about it: we have found safety 

in hiding behind a professional mask at work. 

Animals and children uncannily get us to reveal 

a deeply loving and caring part of us. And in the 

presence of colleagues, frankly, that can feel 

vulnerable. But just imagine if not only you, but 

all your colleagues, were showing up in loving 

and caring ways? How much more would we all 
enjoy work? How would our relationships, our 
lives, be changed? 
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Existing practices need to be 
reinvented, and new ones added,  
to help us invite one another 
into wholeness

Recruitment, onboarding, evaluations … these funda-

mental HR processes can be reinvented in fundamental 

ways. Take recruitment: that’s often where the lying 

starts. As a candidate we try to look the part, hiding 

everything that isn’t gold. And so does the organization 

(a whole field called “employer branding” has emerged 
that tries to put a positive spin on how wonderful a 

workplace candidates might join). And so both sides 

start by trying to see through the other’s pretense. 

Could we invent a truthful, soulful recruitment process, 

where candidates and employer drop the mask and 

come from a place of wholeness?
 Companies that invite the whole self to work, I found 

in my research, reinvent not only their HR practices. 

They also put in place some specific, foundational 
practices that we don’t really have in today’s organiza-

tions, such as creating safe space, inviting storytelling, 

or creating reflective spaces. 

RECRUITMENT JOB TITLESSAFE SPACE

ONBOARDING JOB DESCRIPTIONSSTORYTELLING

TRAINING WORKING
HOURSREFLECTIVE SPACES

EVALUATIONS BUILDINGS AND
STATUSMEETINGS

We’ll discuss a few 
of these practices 
in the next pages.



All spiritual and wisdom traditions speak to 

the fact that we can live from two places: 

from fear and separation, or from love and 

wholeness. Our deepest calling in life, these 

traditions tell us, is to overcome fear and 

recognize the oneness beyond everything, to 

reclaim wholeness, within ourselves and with 

the world. Why then is wholeness so hard to 

achieve and separation so easy to fall into? 
Showing up whole feels risky. We put our 

selfhood out for all to see and expose this 

most treasured part of ourselves to potential 

criticism, ridicule, or rejection. Organizations 

that are serious about wholeness have found 

that the primary task is to create a safe 

space—a space where we feel safe enough 
to share with others our deepest gifts, doubts, 

and longings.

     Resources for Human Development (RHD), 

a Philadelphia-based nonprofit, is an organiza-

tion that has strived, for more than forty years, 

to do just that: create and maintain safe and 

open workplaces. It was started in 1970 with a 

$50,000 contract to provide community men-

tal health services in suburban Philadelphia. 

Today, its 4,600 staff provide services worth 
$200 million to tens of thousands of people 

in need through programs in fourteen states 

that operate homes and shelters for the men-

tally ill, developmentally disabled, drug and 

alcohol addicted, criminally adjudicated, and 

homeless. 

     In ways not unlike Buurtzorg or FAVI, each 

of RHD’s programs is run by a self-managing 

team with an average of twenty people. These 

units are responsible for their entire opera-

tion, from defining a strategy to recruiting 

and purchasing, from budgeting to monitoring 

results. Self-management is fundamental to 

RHD’s extraordinary levels of care. But ano-

ther ingredient is just as important: the safe 

and open environment RHD has managed to 

create in the units and throughout the com-

pany. RHD’s purpose is to give care, day in, 

day out, to people who have experienced dif-

ficult, sometimes horrendous, journeys in life. 
In RHD’s programs, in the homes and shelters, 

verbal or physical violence can flare up qui-
ckly. It would be easy for RHD’s employees 

to see these people as broken, to fall into a 

pattern of “us“ and “them.“ RHD has purpo-

sefully built up a culture and practices that 

help employees stay connected, from a place 

of deep humanity, with their colleagues and 

clients. 

Showing up whole feels exhilarating … 
and vulnerable. It needs a space that feels safe. 

Safe space
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Beyond values, ground rules  
to create a safe environment
Creating safe workplaces starts with raising everybody’s awareness that our words 

and actions can create or undermine a safe working environment. Unfortunately, 

we aren’t taught this in school. Some organizations, like RHD, find this so critical 
that they capture in a document a number of ground rules that everyone should 

respect. At RHD, the document is called “Bill of Rights and Responsibilities for 

Employees and Consumers.” It’s a beautiful document that spells out what kind 



of behaviors colleagues wish to see, and what behaviors are 

deemed unacceptable. For instance, it discusses how to deal 

with conflict gracefully and speaks to five unacceptable expres-

sions of hostility. To give you a sense of the document, the first 
unacceptable behavior—demeaning speech and behavior—is 
described in the following terms:

“Demeaning speech and behavior involves any verbal or 
nonverbal behavior that someone experiences as undermining 
of that person’s self-esteem and implies that he/she is less 
than worthy as a human being. Such behaviors include, but 
are not limited to, name-calling, ridicule, sarcasm, or other 
actions which ‘put down’ people. Demeaning a person with 
such physical behaviors as rolling one’s eyes when the person 
speaks or otherwise negating her importance as a member of 
the community is also unacceptable. Anyone encountering 
such hostile behavior has the right and responsibility to surface 
it as an issue.”

Green organizations have pioneered values-based cultures 

that, in one form or another, often include values such as 

integrity, respect, or openness. The detailed ground rules in 

Teal organizations essentially take shared values to the next 

level. Of course, it takes more than a document to bring values 

and ground rules to life. Many organizations in this research 

have chosen to start right at the beginning: all new recruits 

are invited, as part of the onboarding process, to reflect upon 
the values and ground rules in order to create a common 

language and common references across the organization. 

Other opportunities, like all-hands meetings, value days, or 

annual surveys, can be used to reconnect with and reaffirm 
the ground rules.  

97



Part 2 /  Wholeness

We need reflective spaces for deeper truths to emerge
Wisdom traditions from all parts of the world insist on the need for regular silence and reflec-

tion to quiet the mind, if we are to let truth emerge from deeper places within ourselves. An 

increasing number of people take up and integrate a contemplative practice—meditation, 
yoga, walking in nature—into their daily lives. Many organizations researched for this book 
have set up a quiet room somewhere in the office, and others organize meditation and yoga 
classes. These practices open up space for individual reflection and mindfulness in the middle 
of busy days. Some organizations go a step further: they also create collective moments for 

self-reflection, which prove to be immensely powerful in building a culture of wholeness and 
a sense of community. 

Heiligenfeld is the organization I know that has woven reflective practices most profoundly into 
everyday life at work. It is a fast-growing company with more than eight hundred employees 

running four mental health and rehabilitation hospitals in the center of Germany. It is the 

brainchild of Dr. Joachim Galuska, a medical doctor and psychotherapist. In the 1980s, he felt 

that more holistic approaches to therapy were needed to treat patients in mental hospitals; he 

wanted to add spiritual and transpersonal approaches to classical psychotherapy. He found 

that none of the existing hospitals he talked to were open to his vision. 

 In 1990, he stumbled upon Fritz Lang, an entrepreneur and owner of a historic, if somewhat 

faded, hotel in a small spa town. Together they decided to transform the hotel into a small 

forty-three-bed mental health hospital that would offer a holistic approach to therapy. The 
success has been remarkable, with clients traveling in from all over Germany and other parts 

of Europe, pushing Heiligenfeld to keep expanding and to post solid financial returns.   

Reflective spaces



A whole set  
of reflective practices 
At Heiligenfeld, it is considered normal—
even essential—that there be moments for 
employees to pause, to reflect, to share strug-

gles with colleagues and learn from them. A 

whole set of practices ensures that space for 

this is created within life’s normal business: 

•  The company offers every new employee 
the opportunity to learn to meditate. And 

every day, there is a thirty-minute medita-

tion session planned for anyone interested. 

•  Every employee—cleaning staff, cooks, 
and everyone else—who struggles with an 
issue can book individual coaching sessions 

from a surprisingly vast menu of coaching 

techniques. 

•  All work teams pause somewhere between 

two to four times a year to work with an 

external coach through any tensions or 

upsets.  

•  More unusual: four times a year, Heiligenfeld 

organizes a “mindfulness day”—a day that 
patients and staff spend in silence (staff 
whispers when needed). It’s a day that many 

employees look forward to. Collaborating 

in silence brings a special quality to rela-

tionships; it requires being mindful in new 

ways, listening—in the absence of words—
to the presence, emotions, and intentions 

of one’s colleagues.

The practice that probably does most to invite reflection and 
foster a sense of wholeness and community happens every 

Tuesday morning. For seventy-five minutes, 350 colleagues 
(ideally it would be everyone, but some colleagues need to 

be with patients15) come together to pause and engage in 

joint reflection. There is a new topic every week, which can 
range widely: colleagues have reflected on conflict resolution, 
dealing with failure, company values, interpersonal communi-

cation, bureaucracy, IT innovations, personal health, and more. 

 The meeting always kicks off with a short plenary pre-

sentation to frame the subject matter. Let’s say the topic is 

“dealing with failure.” The presentation briefly introduces 
ways to deal gracefully with failure. 

New possibilities open 
up when we stop being 

judgmental about  
our failures.  

 
What if we see them as 

invitations to grow, to 
understand where life 

wants to take us?
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After this introduction, people shuffle their chairs 
around to create groups of six to ten people. This is 

the heart of the Tuesday meeting: in the confines of 
these groups, colleagues reflect on the topic—how 
they deal with failure in their lives, at work, and at 

home, individually and collectively. Every group 

elects a facilitator who enforces a few ground rules 

to create a space where it’s safe to explore, to be 

authentic and vulnerable.

At some point, a microphone goes around the room 

and people who feel inclined to do so share what 

came up for them in the discussion. There is no 

expected end product; everyone comes out of the 

meeting with his or her own personal learning. And 

yet, collective insights and ideas often surface, and 

important initiatives regularly emerge from these 

conversations.

My way of dealing with failure, frankly, is to freeze. I want to pretend 
that nothing happened, hoping it will just go away …

I had a pretty cool insight this morning. I realize that I’m really tired of 
always trying to be so perfect in everything I do! I’ve come to see that …



These large-group reflections are a time-consuming practice, 
for sure—seventy-five minutes every week for more half of the 
company. But ask people at Heiligenfeld, and they tell you the 

benefits far outweigh the costs. The large-group reflections are 
like a company-wide training program on steroids; the whole 

organization grows its way through one topic after another, 

week after week.16 The common experience also fosters com-

munity and a common language beyond what can be achieved 

by any other practice I know of. Every week, the ground rules 

of how people relate with one another get reaffirmed. The 
trust, empathy, and compassion that get nurtured there end 

up permeating the whole organization. To approving chuckles 

in the room, an employee of Heiligenfeld stood up at the end 

of one of these Tuesday meetings and said, “You know, I wish 

I could have more Heiligenfeld at home, too!” 

Reclaiming the power of stories
In self-managing organizations as well as hierarchical ones, 

trust is the secret sauce of productive and joyful collabora-

tion. But it’s hard for trust to flourish when everyone is hiding, 
to some degree, behind a professional mask. We don’t just 

lose productivity; in subtle but real ways, our humanity feels 

cheated by the shallow relationships we have when we don’t 

engage with each other at levels that truly matter. If we want 

workplaces of trust, if we hope for deep, rich, and meaningful 

relationships, we have to reveal more of who we are. Going 

bowling together can be a fun break from work, but such “team 

building” activities are generally more of the same: they keep 

to the surface and don’t really foster trust or community at any 

deep level. These events lack the essential element we have 

used to build community and create shared narratives since 

the dawn of time: the practice of storytelling. 

Storytelling
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Sharing stories can be woven into life at 

work in many ways. The Center for Courage & 

Renewal, a small nonprofit that helps teachers 
and other leaders “rejoin role and soul,” has a 

beautiful practice when it recruits a new staff 
member, for instance. Team members welcome 

the new recruit in a special gathering where 

each shares a wish for him or her, and they 

tell the story of their wish with an object that 

symbolizes it. It’s a thoughtful way to make the 

newcomer feel welcome. But in many ways, it 

serves existing team members just as much, as 

they too get to know one another at a deeper 

level. Each wish, each object is a story that 

reveals what the storyteller cherishes about 

the workplace and about their colleagues.

When teenagers step into their power 
ESBZ is a grade 7-13 school in Berlin, Germany, that is extraor-

dinary on many counts. Students self-manage their learning 

to a large degree. Teachers self-manage too (the school is 

structured in “mini-schools” of three classes and six teachers), 

and so do the parents who contribute three hours per month 

to the school in self-managing teams. Students and teachers 

credit one practice as particularly defining for the school’s 
extraordinary spirit of learning, collaboration, and maturity: the 

“praise” meeting (which is entirely prepared and run by stu-

dents). Every Friday afternoon, the school’s big hall is packed 

with three hundred children, teachers, and administrators.

They start by singing a song together, to settle into community.

And then it’s open mic. Anyone—student, teacher, or staff—can walk 
up to the microphone … and praise or thank someone.



Every praise is essentially a miniature story 

that reveals something about two people—
the storyteller and the person being praised 

or thanked—in their struggles and in their 
glories. Think about how extraordinary this 

is! Teenagers tend to wear not one, but many, 

masks because what their peers think matters 

so much to them. It speaks volumes about 

ESBZ that students find the courage to stand 
up and praise others publicly, that they find 
it natural, every Friday, to share stories that 

are funny, touching, and heartfelt in front of 

hundreds of their peers! It is part of the human 

condition that everyone at some point feels 

down, confused, or stuck, and at others grateful 

and overflowing with joy. I wish students (and 
adults!) everywhere could experience what it 

means to be heard and respected in such a 

way, that they could experience the sense of 

community when this happens. 

 I want to thank 
Hanna.

On Tuesday, I was really 
down. It really helped me 
when you told me ...

After the praise comes a moment for constructive criticism 
("Speak your mind"), and the gathering generally wraps up with 
announcements, celebrations, and prayers. 

And so it continues for half an hour of praise and gratitude. 
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Meetings
Our egos love meetings.  
One more reason to reinvent how we do them. 
Self-managing organizations tend to have many 

fewer meetings. But regardless: meetings are places 

where our egos often feel like they need to make 

a strong appearance. In front of a group of people, 

we fear looking stupid or weak. We don’t like to lose 

an argument or to make a proposal that meets with 

embarrassed silence. And yet meetings can also bring 

out the best in human nature. They can be places of 

true collaboration, where everyone contributes from 

their strengths, where we can speak to what we truly 

care about. Almost all organizations researched for 

this book have instituted specific meeting practices 
to help participants keep their egos in check and bring 

more wholeness to the conversation.

 Some methods are quite elaborate. Buurtzorg, for 

instance, uses a decision-making process consisting 

of several steps that prevent ego-hijacks and keep 

conversations focused. (It bears striking resemblance 

to a process called “Integrative Decision Making” in 

Holacracy, a self-managing framework that is gaining 

traction throughout the world). Other methods are very 

simple. At Sounds True, every meeting starts with a 

minute of silence. FAVI, for many years, had the prac-

tice of starting every meeting with all participants 

sharing a brief story of someone they had recently 

thanked or congratulated. The practice creates a mood 

of possibility, gratitude, celebration, and trust in other 

people’s goodness and talents. It helps to shift the 

focus away from self-centered goals and toward recon-

necting with the broader needs of the organization. 

At Heiligenfeld, a pair of palm-sized cymbals called 

tingsha bells lies in every meeting room. Every meeting 

starts with the question: who is going to ring the bells 

today? 

I’m happy to do it this time.



Colleagues at Heiligenfeld are now so used to this 

practice that the bells rarely sing. People told me that 

in many cases, it’s enough for a person to simply reach 

for the bells for someone to say, “Okay, you’re right, 

I’m sorry.” I still find this amazing: of course everyone 
in the company still has an ego, but people learn to 

tame it. Imagine—meetings without egos. I sometimes 
chuckle when I remember the executive committee 

meetings in traditional corporations I’ve been invited 

to join over the years. Had they used this practice, 

the only sound you’d have ever heard would be the 

singing of the tingsha bells!

I participate in the meeting like everyone else. But 
I have an added role: whenever I feel the discussion 
comes from ego or turns somewhat unsafe ...

... I ring the bells.

The rule of the game is that no one can speak until the 
last sound of the cymbals has died out—which takes 
a surprisingly long time! During that time, everyone 
reflects in silence: what is happening right now?

Almost always, that’s all it takes 
to get the meeting back on track. 
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We live in corporate cultures that ask us to pretend that 

work is the overriding commitment in our lives. I know 

few managers who would dare to cancel an important 

meeting for their child’s school play. Or because a 

good friend needs help. Or simply because the wind 

today is beyond perfect for surfing, and there might 
not be another day in the year like this. The few that do 

cancel a meeting to attend their child’s play often feel 

they need to invoke some false, but more acceptable, 

pretext. The cultures in many workplaces ask us to 

disown some of the very things we care most about. 

 In workplaces that honor wholeness, we can stop 

pretending that work trumps everything else. We can 

have honest conversations about all the important 

facets in our lives. What a relief to be seen in the 

fullness of who we are and to discover how rich our 

colleagues’ lives are with commitments of all sorts. 

 The structure of small, self-managing teams helps in 

providing flexibility when someone needs to change 
his or her working routine for something important, 

at short notice. Nurses at Buurtzorg can temporarily 

take on a few extra clients. An operator at FAVI can try 

to swap shifts by having a discussion with colleagues. 

This happened in a mini-factory when a man was buil-

ding a house. To be onsite with the builders during 

the day, he talked to colleagues from the night shift: 

would someone be willing to swap shifts for a four-

month period? An arrangement was quickly made—his 
request didn’t need to go through an HR process or 

receive managerial approval. 

 In a self-managing setting, you can change your 

working hours when you need to. But you are expected 

to find a solution to uphold the commitments you have 
made. This expectation is the flip side of having no 
centralized HR function. You can’t simply file a request 
with HR and then let them worry about solving the 

issue. In practice, colleagues tend to go out of their 

way to help you. They know that in turn, you might chip 

in when they need flexibility. It results in a culture of 
mutual support, where everyone accepts the simple 

truth that we have many commitments we want to 

honor in our lives.

Commitment and working hours
Let’s honor all the important commitments in our lives

See ya, the big boss called 
again, urgent stuff!! 

On Wednesday night? We 
all know he’s just picking his 
son up from a soccer game.  



Performance evaluations don’t need to be dispiriting affairs
Annual appraisal meetings are often the most awkward moments of the year. Employees, who 

often have received no feedback during the year, are nervous because they don’t know what to 

expect. Managers are just as uneasy at the prospect of a personal, perhaps difficult, conversation 
and often stick rigidly to some assessment grid handed out by HR. Some managers, luckily, put 

their heart into this, and in some organizations, they even get trained in assessing employees. 

And yet, because much is tied directly or indirectly to performance evaluations—bonuses, 
raises, projects, promotions—the appraisal discussion is one tinged with fear. The goal is to 
establish a dispassionate, objective snapshot of one’s performance. Everyone watches his or 

her words carefully, and the conversation rarely is spontaneous, rarely comes from the heart. 

No wonder people fail so often to be inspired by these conversations! 

What would happen if we tried to hold these discussions not from a place of 

fear, but a place of deep connection, inquiry, and celebration? Into what’s going 
really well. And into places where someone’s knowledge, experience, talent, 

or attitude falls short, at least for now, of what the roles require. Beyond the 

current roles, two colleagues can inquire into even deeper questions: What 
do I truly long to do? What is my offer to the world? What are some of my unique 
gifts? What holds me back? What could help me step more boldly into the life 
that wants to be lived through me?

Performance evaluations
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They aim to let go of any form 

of judgment to be able to 

offer feedback from a place 
of love and connection. In 

turn, every colleague takes 

the seat in front of you and 

shares two gifts with you. 

The gifts are their answers 

to the questions: What is the 
one thing I most value about 
working with you? and What 
is one area where I sense you 
could change and grow?

Sounds True has been experimenting with ways to turn the appraisal process into moments of true inquiry and 

celebration. In a first step, every employee reflects on his or her own performance and aspirations, based on 
a list of thought-provoking questions. The second step is the most unusual and beautiful. People who work 

closely together convene as a group. Live and unscripted, they offer everyone in the group, one person at 
a time, feedback and ideas to further nourish and stimulate their self-reflection. Say it’s your turn. You take 
the seat of the feedback receiver. It starts with your colleagues settling into a minute of silence, closing their 

eyes and trying to hold you in their heart. 



A note-taker transcribes the answers on a large piece of paper 

that he hands over to you, like a gift, when the round is done. 

The experience at Sounds True is that people feel held very 

lovingly in the process, and it’s not unusual that tears well in 

gratitude of being seen and appreciated so deeply. 

 All the input received from colleagues helps employees to 

push and deepen their thinking in a third step, a one-on-one 

conversation with a colleague. (At Sounds True, which still has 

a hierarchical structure, this colleague is your manager, but in 

a self-managing structure, it could take place with a trusted 

peer.) What do you take away from the discussions? What did 
you learn? What do you want to pay attention to in the future? 
Where do you feel called to go?
 I find this example extraordinary. Annual appraisals don’t 
need to be dispiriting and lifeless. With the right presence and 

the right questions, we can turn them into rituals of celebration 

and deep inquiry into our selfhood and calling. 
109





Breakthrough 3
Evolutionary purpose

_____________________

What if we stop trying 
to force the future into existence?

  
What if instead we simply dance 

with what wants to emerge? 111
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Our purpose ....

... is to selflessly 
serve our 
customers ...... that will motivate 

everyone to peak 
performance ...

... in order to rake in 
fat profits ... 

… or competitors 
will crush us.



There is a reason  
we are pretty cynical about  
most “mission statements”
It has become standard practice, in almost all 

organizations, to formulate a mission state-

ment that provides employees with inspiration 

and guidance. And yet, we’ve come to feel that 

most of them ring hollow because in prac-

tice they don’t drive behavior or decisions. 

Executives, at least in my experience, don’t 

pause in a heated debate to turn to the com-

pany’s mission statement for guidance, asking, 
What does our purpose require us to do?
 So if the collective purpose isn’t what drives 

decision-making, what does? Almost always, 
it is the self-preservation of the organiza-

tion. The fear-based nature of the ego in Red, 

Amber, Orange, and even Green predisposes 

leaders and employees to see the world as a 

dangerous place with competitors everywhere 

trying to steal their lunch. The only way to 

ensure survival is to seize every opportunity 

to make more profit and to gain market share 
before competitors do. In the heat of the battle, 

who has time to think about purpose? Sadly, 
this fixation on competition plays out even 
in organizations that are somewhat shielded 

from competition—say, in the military, public 
schools, and government agencies: the fearful 

ego still seeks safety, but this time in internal 

battles. Managers fight for the self-preser-
vation of their units in turf wars with other 

units to secure more resources or get more 

recognition.

 With the transition to Evolutionary-Teal, 

people learn to tame the fears of their egos. 

This process makes room for exploring deeper 

questions of meaning and purpose, both indi-

vidually and collectively: What is my calling? 
What is truly worth achieving? 
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Does your organization have  
a noble purpose? Watch out!  
The implications might be radical 
What happens when an organization truly takes its purpose seriously? Buurtzorg provides an 
interesting example. Remember: Buurtzorg uses the same syringes and bandages as other 

companies in home care; their only competitive advantage is their management philosophy 

and their organizational practices. 

His goal is for patients 
to live rich and 
autonomous lives. 
Whether Buurtzorg 
ends up with 20, 50, 
or 80 percent market 
share is not that 
important. 

If Buurtzorg were to think like everyone 
else, they would try to make this their big 
secret, like Coca-Cola with its formula!

Instead, here is what Jos de Blok did: he wrote a 
book explaining Buurtzorg’s method in great detail. 
And then he sent a copy to all his competitors.



At some point in my research, I noticed something 

striking: I had almost never heard the word “compe-

tition” mentioned. Orange organizations are obsessed 

with competition, but here the very notion of compe-

tition seems to have vanished. Where has it gone? The 
answer, I came to see, is surprisingly straightforward: 

when an organization truly has a noble purpose, there 

is no competition. Anybody who can help to achieve 

the purpose on a wider scale or more quickly is a 

friend, an ally, not a competitor. That’s how Jos de 

Blok and Buurtzorg look at the world. 

 

The notion of evolutionary 
purpose stands for more than  
a noble purpose, though 
It means that the organization listens and dances with that purpose (the term “evolutionary 

purpose” was coined, to my knowledge, by Brian Robertson, the founder and champion of 

Holacracy, an elaborate self-management methodology). Today’s management is predicated 

on the desire to predict and control the future. A whole arsenal of practices supporting predict-

and-control is now considered essential to any well-run firm (increasingly, this is asked also of 
nonprofits, schools, hospitals, and government agencies): strategic planning, mid-term planning, 
yearly budget cycles, KPIs, balanced scorecards, “SMART” targets, incentive schemes, and so 

forth. This fits the metaphor of the organization as a machine: a machine needs to have a boss 

Jos accepts all invitations from competitors to give a talk—many 
of them want to understand how Buurtzorg attracts all their 
nurses and clients! 

Two competitors are adopting Buurtzorg’s 
methods, and Jos and a colleague have been 
doing consulting work for them. So far, 
they have never asked to be paid. Imagine 
this: a CEO actively coaching a direct 
competitor for free!
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who programs the machine, who tells it what to do. The 

CEO’s role is to analyze what’s happening in the world 

to devise a winning strategy for the future. And then 

he must ensure a proper execution of that strategy. Or, 

to take another metaphor that’s often used, that of the 

sailboat: someone—the captain—needs to chart the 
course and then ensure that the crew sets the sails in 

the right direction. When I started this research, this 

is how I saw things too: Strategy – Execution. How 

else could it be?
 Founders and “CEOs” of organizations like Buurtzorg, 

FAVI, or RHD no longer believe in predict-and-control.  

They tend to see the organization not as a machine, 

but as a living organism that has its own energy, its 

own sense of direction, its own purpose to manifest 

in the world. The role of leaders—of everyone really—
becomes much simpler. Rather than trying to predict 

and force a future into existence, they simply can listen 

to where the organization naturally wants to go … and 

then help the organization get there. When we do this, 

we always sail with the wind at our back. We go from 

predict-and-control to something much more powerful: 

sense-and-respond. Brian Robertson uses an insightful 

analogy to explain the shift.

Imagine if we rode a bicycle like we try to 
manage our companies today. It would 
look something like this. 

We’d have our big committee meeting, where we all 
plan how to best steer the bicycle. We’d fearfully 
look at the road up ahead, trying to predict exactly 
where the bicycle is going to be when.

We’d make our plans, we’d have our project 
managers, we’d have our Gantt charts, we’d put 
in place our controls to make sure this all goes 
according to plan.

Then we get on the bicycle, we close our eyes, we hold 
the handle bar rigidly at the angle we calculated up 
front and we try to steer according to plan. 



And if the bicycle falls over 
somewhere along the way ... 

... well, first: who is to blame? Let’s 
find them and get them out of here. 

And then: we know what to do differently 
next time. We need more upfront prediction. 
We need more controls to make sure things go 
according to plan. 
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That’s not how we ride a bicycle! When we ride, we 
constantly sense and respond. We are present, and 
with all our senses fully in play, we take in lots of input, 
consciously or unconsciously, and we continuously adjust 
to the reality in front of us. 

It’s not directionless: we still have a purpose pulling us forward. It’s 
by being present to that purpose in every moment, not just once up 
front, that we are more likely to reach it. 
 

If we are mindful as we ride, we might well 
discover a shorter way. Or a more beautiful 
one! Or perhaps we’ll even discover a whole 
new destination that serves our purpose 
better.
 

The deep challenge here is that it 
requires letting go of our comforting 
illusion of control, the illusion that 
we’ve done our job as leaders: we’ve 
done all the analysis, we’ve got the 
plan, things are going to go according 
to plan. Paradoxically, it’s only when we 
give up the illusion of control that we 
get the real thing, by shifting to sense-
and-respond. 



At FAVI, they use another metaphor to illustrate the switch from predict-and-control to 

sense-and-respond. “Traditional companies,” they say, “look five years ahead and plan 
for the next year. We try to operate like farmers: we look twenty years ahead and plan 

for the next day.” This new perspective is already deeply integrated in some project 

management techniques like Agile programming. Evolutionary purpose scales this to 

the whole organization. This has profound implications for all sorts of management 

processes. In many cases, the processes are radically simplified, and sometimes, they 
are no longer needed at all. 

No strategic planning?  
You must be joking! 
None of the twelve organizations I researched (all of which are 

remarkably successful) has a strategic document, a strategic 

plan for the next three or five years. That sounds crazy! Every 
business school tells us that strategy is the alpha and the 

omega of success. But then again, think about it: wouldn’t it be 

much more powerful if an organization constantly listened to 

new opportunities and adapted accordingly, instead of doing 

a big strategic exercise every few years and sticking to the 

plan in the meantime? 
 So how does an organization continuously iterate on its 

strategy? There are a number of processes it can use. The 
simplest one is: do nothing special. Let self-management work 

its magic. There is a new vocabulary that often comes up with 

Teal pioneers: sensing. With self-management, everybody can 

be a sensor and initiate changes—just as in a living organism 
every cell senses its environment and can alert the organism 

to the need for change. We human beings are remarkable 

sensors. It’s only that in traditional organizations, most of this 

sensing is filtered out because only the signals that make it 
to the very top (after being sometimes heavily distorted) are 

acted upon. 

Strategy
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The simplest way to do sense-and-respond? Let it happen ...
Here’s a story that illustrates this well. 

Buurtzorg, remember, gives care to people in 

their homes. At some point, though, Buurtzorg 

also began to work in the field of accident 
prevention. That was quite an addition to its 

strategy. How did Buurtzorg go about it? 
 It all began when a Buurtzorg team found 

itself pondering the fact that elderly people, 

when they fall, often break their hips. Hip 

replacements are routine surgery, but patients 

don’t always recover the same autonomy. 

Buurtzorg should really do something in 

terms of prevention, they concluded. Two 

nurses got creative. They put in place a 

partnership with a local physiotherapist and 

an occupational therapist. They organized an 

evening presentation in the neighborhood 

to teach older people about how they could 

minimize the risk of falling down. And they 

took the occupational therapist to visit their 

clients in their homes, advised patients 

on small changes in habits, and discussed 

adaptation to their home interiors to avoid 

the risk of falling. They were very pleased with 

the program and talked to Jos de Blok. As part 
of its purpose, Buurtzorg should really be doing 
prevention work, they said. This should be a 
company-wide program! Now, if de Blok were a 

traditional CEO, this is what he probably would 

have done. 

From your analysis, it's pretty 
clear we should go for it.

Based on the 
recommendation, he would 
then make a choice: yes, 
we go for it, or no, we don’t. 
If the answer were yes, he 
would have put aside a 
budget for the project and 
someone would devise a 
roll-out plan. 

He would have created a task force to analyze the opportunity and make a recommendation.
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Jos de Blok’s answer was quite different. Much 
humbler, you could say. Intuitively, the idea of doing 

prevention work made lots of sense to him. But who 

was he to know if this was really the right thing to 

do? So he made a simple suggestion to the team.

Many other teams thought this was brilliant, and 

it wasn’t too long before half the teams became, 

as it’s now called, a Buurtzorg+ team (Buurtzorg + 

prevention). Here is the fascinating thing: no one 

person formally made the decision for Buurtzorg to 

go into prevention. The organization’s own energy 

moved it in this direction. 

This is how nature has worked for millions of years. 

Innovation doesn’t happen centrally, according 

to plan, but at the edges, all the time, when some 

organism senses a change in the environment and 

experiments to find a response. Some attempts fail 
to catch on; others rapidly spread to all corners of 

the ecosystem. Reality is the ultimate referee.

Let’s start with a 
pilot region, and 
then every two 

months, another 
region goes live.

Why don’t you write a 
short and catchy story 
about what you’ve 
done and publish it 
on our internal social 
network? Let’s see how 
it resonates with other 
teams. And if you can, 
package your approach 
so other teams can 
quickly copy it.



But surely, some people have a greater sense of where to go?
This question goes back to a common misunderstanding—the goal is not to give everyone 
the exact same power. It is to make everyone powerful. So Jos de Blok, Buurtzorg’s founder, 

can sense what he feels is needed, just like any nurse, and initiate a new course. The founders 

of many of the organizations I researched are visionary people, and they often are deeply 

attuned to what their organization might be called to do. And they can use the advice process 

to make it happen, just like everyone else. 

More structured ways to listen
In self-managing organizations, a lot of the listening to purpose happens simply through 

people sensing what’s needed and using the advice process to make it happen. More struc-

tured ways to listen can be baked into daily life, though. Some organizations use a very simple 

technique: in every meeting, people make sure there is an empty chair that represents the 

organization and its purpose. Anybody participating in the meeting can, at any time, change 

seats to listen to the organization and become its voice. Here are some questions one might 

tune into while sitting in that chair.

Have the decisions and the 
discussion served me (the 

organization) well? 

How do I feel 
at the end of 
this meeting? 

What stands out for me 
from today’s meeting? 
What’s missing?
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Sounds True has built a variation of the empty chair 

into a wonderful New Year’s ritual they have. At the 

end of the ritual, colleagues sit together in silence and 

listen in: what does Sounds True ask from them in the 

year to come? Whoever wants to can then share with 
the group what came up for them.

 Practices like the empty chair are really simple. 

There are also more elaborate practices that allow 

large groups of people to sense together where the 

organization wants to go. Otto Scharmer’s Theory U, 

for instance, helps groups to let go of preconceived 

notions and let deeper insights emerge. Other 

methods such as Appreciative Inquiry, Open Space, 

Future Search, and World Café have proven their worth 

in helping very large groups of people—sometimes 
thousands of colleagues!—collectively unearth a 
direction for their organization’s future. 

Should we ban strategic thinking then? 
Some organizations I’ve researched have never done a big strategic exercise. Sensing and 

responding on a daily basis does its magic. But it would be stupid to go overboard and say it 

should never be done. Sometimes a sudden change in the outside world requires a profound 

reflection about the future, leading to some big strategic decisions. The organization should 
simply resist casting the outcome in stone, feeling that its work of sensing is done for the next 

few years. Whatever strategy it chooses is just the basis that will evolve as of the next day, as 

people sense and respond, as in Buurtzorg’s example. 



What about the need for alignment, for shared priorities?
In many cases, the organization’s purpose provides enough alignment. In Buurtzorg’s case, all 

the nurses share the purpose of helping patients live rich and autonomous lives. But some 

organizations might find it useful to provide some more precise guidelines for the foreseeable 
future. HolacracyOne, the training and consulting organization behind Holacracy, a codified 
self-management system, has an elegant practice that revolves around polarities. Once a year, 

all the colleagues come together for a strategy workshop. In a first step, they try to build a col-
lective sense of what’s happening inside and outside the organization, resulting in stimulating 

discussions and walls full of Post-its. Based on this step, they then try to distill guidelines for 

the foreseeable future, which they express through simple polarities. For instance, there is 

a natural tension in HolacracyOne’s business between innovation and standardization, and 

so one year people in the workshop decided that “for the foreseeable future, we prioritize 

Documenting & Aligning to Standards over Developing & Co-Creating Novelty.” This is not an 

absolute rule; of course, the organization will not stop innovating. But it gives everyone a clear 

guideline that for now the emphasis is on standardization. 
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Budgets
How about budgets?  Are those still needed?
Many traditional organizations go through a painful budgeting cycle every year, where they 

make revenue, cost, and profit predictions for the next twelve months. Front-line managers 
try to keep the numbers as low as possible, since they know that every month they will be 

asked to justify any shortfall. And top managers want them as high as possible, to keep the 

pressure on. Often, after tedious back and forth, some numbers are agreed upon that no one 

really trusts. The whole exercise is pretty meaningless anyway, when you come to think of it: 

for some reason, in a few months time, business will turn out to be much easier or much more 

difficult than expected, and so who can really tell if a manager that delivers 5 percent below 
or above targets has done a good or a bad job? 

Let me see, how 
shall we mess 
with your budget 
this year?

Shall we have the 
euro go down? 
And a big strike 
at your main 
supplier?

I think your 
main competitor 
should be hit by 
a scandal. Your 
sales shoot up!  

But raw material 
prices increase 
and your margins 
are squeezed. 

Let’s throw in 
a brand new 
regulation 
from the 
government.

Shall we add 
a crash of the 
Chinese stock 
market?



But then, don’t people have targets? Well, no! None of the twelve organizations I researched 
has any form of top-down targets. (In some organizations, like Morning Star, people set their 

own targets, like a jogger might do to spur himself on.) Think of it: if you work in an organization 

where you have the power to make things happen, where you can bring all of who you are 

to work, where you serve some noble purpose, do you really need a carrot to do good work? 
If someone isn’t motivated, the problem is not an absence of targets. Something is causing 

that work not to be stimulating for that person. That is the problem that needs fixing. Simply 
adding targets won’t do it.

These processes are mostly meaningless and dispiriting. A more insidious consequence is that 

they fix our attention on making the numbers and distract us from sensing what’s needed and 
possible. If budgets are so problematic, are they still needed in a world of sense-and-respond? 
Many organizations I researched don’t make any budgets. Others do very simple budgets, when 

an important decision needs some prediction of the future.17 Say your company wants to cover 

raw material contracts in advance: then of course, you need to make your best estimate of the 

volumes you think you’ll purchase. In this case, all the units are asked to submit the numbers 

that are added up, and that is the budget. Once the decision is made, everyone forgets about 

the budget: budgets are not used to monitor performance. Organizations drop the painful dis-

cussions where managers are called in to justify why they didn’t make the numbers. FAVI has a 

provocative internal mantra to explain their perspective on budgets: our goal is to be profitable 
not knowing how, instead of losing money knowing exactly why. 

No more budgets? 
No more targets? 

You are not serious, are you? 
How can this ever work? 
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Change management

Earlier in this chapter, we discussed how Teal 

pioneers never talk about competition. Here 

are two other terms I didn’t encounter even 

once during the research: change and change 
management. It’s quite extraordinary! In tradi-

tional organizations, change is one of the most 

perplexing questions. It’s discussed endlessly 

in management literature. A whole industry of 

experts and consultants in change manage-

ment thrives on the idea that change is hard 

and often fails. In the pioneer organizations I 

researched, change seems to happen naturally 

and continuously. It doesn’t seem to require 

any attention, effort, or management. What 
is going on?
 In the machine paradigm, organizations are 

viewed as inanimate, static systems—a col-
lection of boxes that stack up in a pyramid 

structure. Static systems don’t have an inner 

capacity for change. Force must be applied to 

the system from the outside. Change in that 

worldview is not a fluid, emerging phenome-

non, but a one-time movement from point A 

to point B, from one static state to another. 

Change in this worldview is an unfortunate 

necessity that we try to minimize by predicting 

and controlling the future. We seek to plan 

the surprises out of life. We pray that reality 

stays within the boundaries of the budget and 

the strategic plan. When it doesn’t, we need 

change and a change program. We need to 

redesign the organization like we redesign 

a machine, moving people around to fit the 
new blueprint. Unfortunately, people resist 

being moved around. To overcome resistance, 

organizations often feel compelled to play on 

fears, telling frightening stories of how a hos-

tile, competitive world threatens their survival 

if nothing changes. And how everything will 

be all right once we reach point B.

Living systems have an innate capacity to change
In a world where organizations are self-

managing, living systems, we don’t need 

to impose change from the outside. Living 

systems have the innate capacity to sense 

changes in their environment and to adapt 

from within. In a forest, there is no master 

tree that plans and dictates change when 

rain fails to fall. The whole ecosystem reacts 

creatively, in the moment. Teal organizations 

deal with change in a similar way. People are 

free to act on what they sense is needed; they 

are not boxed in by static job descriptions, 

reporting lines, and functional units. They can 

react creatively to life’s emerging, surprising, 

nonlinear unfolding. Change is a given. It 

happens naturally, everywhere, all the time, 

mostly without pain and effort. 
 Mostly without pain and effort? I’m not mean-
ing to sound naïve. At an individual level, when 

life calls for change, we always feel a tension, 

sometimes pleasant, sometimes unsettling. 

There are habits we have grown fond of; our 

identity is invested in certain situations. But 

when change isn’t imposed from the outside, 

from above; when we personally feel the pull 

of change, the need for change; when we feel 

powerful and responsible; when there is a 

safe space where we can have meaningful 

conversations about all of this … chances are 

that embracing change is somewhat easier.

What happened to change management? 



… how do  
we get the 
organization
 to CHANGE?

The million dollar 
question is …  

What a strange question. 
Doesn’t change happen 
spontaneously, all the time?   
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Practices to upgrade to  
listen to evolutionary purpose
We have discussed how some practices—strategy, budgets, targets, change management—
can be upgraded to go from predict-and-control to sense-and-respond. Other management 

practices are involved in this shift as well, including how we define which products are worth 
developing, how we go about marketing, and what suppliers we work with.

Of the three breakthroughs, the notion that organizations 

have an Evolutionary Purpose, and that we can listen to that 

purpose, is perhaps the most subtle and far reaching. I notice 

that some people simply reduce this notion to the fact that 

organizations should pursue a meaningful purpose. I hope I’ve 

managed to convey that it is a much deeper change. 

 Of the three breakthroughs, I also think it is the one we still 

have the most to learn about. There is a lot of knowledge out 

there on how to invite wholeness. Even for self-management, 

we now have a solid sense of the practices involved. When 

it comes to listening to purpose, while we have a good grasp 

of the overall principle, I think we still have lots to discover 

when it comes to the concrete practices that help us listen 

to the organization. I’m sure this is an area where we will see 

lots of experimentation in the years to come. Exciting times!   

MARKETING

PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT

SUPPLIER MANAGEMENT

STRATEGY

TARGETS

COMPETITION

BUDGETING & CONTROLLING

MOOD MANAGEMENT

CHANGE MANAGEMENT

Page 160 lists a number of resources, including a wiki that 
spells out every one of the processes mentioned in this book!



Practices are lifeless without  
the underlying worldview
In this book, I put the focus squarely on some 

of the concrete practices under the hood of 

Teal organizations. New practices are funda-

mental to reinventing organizations—you 
can’t have self-management without a form 

of advice process; you can’t have wholeness 

without safe space. Describing some of these 

concrete practices is the best way, I believe, 

to make this new organizational model tan-

gible, to take the mystery out of what could 

otherwise look like a pipe dream or a utopia. 

 And yet, these practices only come to life 

if leaders espouse the worldview that under-

lies them. Many leaders looking at the world 

through more traditional, Orange lenses are 

frustrated by the so-called VUCA world (vola-

tility, uncertainty, complexity, ambiguity). They 

look for fixes to make their organization more 
agile and their employees more motivated, 

and they could be tempted to adopt some of 

the practices in this book. I’m convinced this 

won’t work. Every management practice comes 

with an underlying worldview (see page 35 

for the example of compensation). A practice 

that isn’t in tune with the leadership’s world-

view will quickly feel lifeless and might even 

make things worse, adding confusion and 

inviting cynicism. 

 Interestingly, none of the founders or CEOs 

of organizations I researched chose to adopt 

Teal principles because they were looking to 

become more innovative and more agile, or 

because they wanted to boost income and 

reduce costs. They acted out of some kind of 

inner imperative. Management as we know 

it simply didn’t feel right for them. Some 

suspected that the new ways of operating 

should be more powerful and effective, but 
that wasn’t the starting point. They were simply 

looking for ways to run their organization that 

would be aligned with who they are, with how 

they want things to be. And in the process, they 

have helped a new, coherent organizational 

model emerge that is inspiring people all over 

the world to imagine a more powerful, soulful, 

and purposeful future. 

OK, I implemented every 
practice you write about!  
How soon until the profits 
start to rise?? 
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I hope the previous pages have given you a sense of what Teal organizations are like. Perhaps, 

you’ve even developed a sense of how you’d feel working in such a place. In this part of the 

book, we’ll address questions such as: 

Necessary conditions
From the research, I’ve concluded that there are two—and only two—necessary conditions 
for organizations to make the leap to Teal structures and practices: 

1 Top leadership: The founder 

or the top leader (let’s call her 

the CEO for lack of a better term) 

must view the world through Teal 

lenses; she must have grown into 

that perspective, or Teal manage-

ment practices won’t make sense 

to her. Case examples show that 

it is helpful, but not necessary, to 

have several other senior leaders 

also operating in a Teal manner. 

2 Ownership: Owners of the organization and their 

representatives must also understand and embrace a 

Teal worldview. Experience shows that board members 

who “don’t get it” can temporarily give a Teal leader free 

rein when their methods deliver outstanding results. But 

when the organization hits a rough patch or faces a critical 

choice, owners will want to get things under control in the 

only way that makes sense to them—through top-down, 
hierarchical control mechanisms. This happened at two of 

the twelve organizations I researched. 

•  What does it take for an organization to be Teal? 
•  What is the role of leadership in such an organization? 
•  If you start a new organization, what might be some  

of the practices you would include from day one? 
•  And if you feel inspired to transform an existing,  

traditional organization, how might you go about it? 



Take the case of AES, an electric power com-

pany. Its first twenty years were spectacularly 
successful. In less than twenty years, it grew 

from zero to forty thousand employees 

operating power plants in more than thirty 

countries on five continents. In 2001, in the 
wake of the Enron collapse and the 9/11 
attacks, its stock price plummeted, just like 

all other electricity producers. Board members 

became extremely nervous and insisted on 

reinstating control mechanisms and hierarchy 

at all levels. When Dennis Bakke, AES’s founder, 

refused, they forced a Co-CEO onto him. After 

a few months, Bakke resigned in frustration. 

A similar story happened at BSO/Origin, a 
ten thousand-person IT consulting firm that 
originated in the Netherlands. It had had a 

very successful track record based on a large 

degree of self-management, but when it was 

acquired by Philips in 1994, the new owner 

quickly insisted on traditional management 

methods, and the company lost its mojo. 

If I’m right that these two conditions are necessary for a real 

transformation to Teal, then I know that I’m dashing the hopes 

of people who work in organizations where these conditions 

are not in place. (Later in this chapter we will discuss what 

someone can nevertheless do—say, as a middle manager—in 
such a case.) But seen from another angle, this means that no 

other parameter is truly critical. Sometimes I get asked if some 

sectors might be off-limits for Teal—for instance, highly regu-

lated sectors like banking. I don’t believe that to be the case. 

AES has operated power plants based on the advice process, 

and the energy sector is one of the most highly regulated.

 Geography and cultural backgrounds seem not to matter 

much either. It is true that the twelve companies I researched 

have their roots in the West (Europe and the United States), but 

several of them have plants and subsidiaries in Asia, Africa, or 

Latin America, and their practices seem to work there just as 

well. Certain cultures tend to be more deferent and hierarchical 

than others, but I believe that the longing for self-management 

or wholeness taps into deep, fundamental human yearnings. 

That seems to be confirmed by the many emails I have received 
from literally all corners of the world where people tell me 

how much they resonate with Teal oranizational practices.
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As you read this book, you are perhaps about to start 

a new business, nonprofit, school, or hospital. And you 
wonder how to bake Teal yeast into the dough of the 

organization from the start. Rejoice! It’s easier to start 

a Teal organization from scratch than to transform an 

existing organization already set in its ways. And, most 

likely, it will make your journey more powerful and 

joyful. But next to everything else going on, it's time 

to be extra mindful: by default, you are likely to simply 

reproduce today’s management practices. You must 

now catch yourself in the act and consciously choose 

a new, less familiar, path.  

 One of the first questions I’d invite you to ponder 
is simply this: what resonates most deeply with you of 
the things you’ve read so far about Teal organizations? 
If you want to go a step further: what is it in you, in 
your history, that vibrates, that excites you (as much as 
it scares you, perhaps) at the prospect of doing this? I 
know that some people resonate strongly with self-

management, for instance, because something deep 

inside them finds it painful that so many people don’t 
get to express their talents in life. Others resonate with 

some aspects of wholeness, because they long for a 

place where they can drop the mask and connect with 

people at a deeper level. Others are so taken by their 

organization’s purpose that they truly want to listen, 

to be of service. If you listen within, what moves you? 
 Another question: if for a moment you try to take 
yourself (your wishes, your dreams) out of the equation 
and listen to the budding organization, what is the pur-
pose that it wants to serve? What form and shape will 
best serve its purpose? Let these questions drive what 

you want to do. I believe you are much more likely to 

reach your purpose powerfully and smoothly (well, 

somewhat more smoothly, let’s be realistic!) if you 

let yourself be guided from within than if you pursue 

some mental construct of what a Teal organization 

should be like.

 Creating a Teal organization is not a box-ticking exer-

cise where you simply adopt a list of new practices. 

That said, there are some practices that are founda-

tional. If you feel self-management is the way to go, 

then by any means, start with people having multiple 
roles instead of job titles. Use the advice process and 

determine a conflict resolution mechanism. These are 

probably the three most important ingredients to start 

with, and you’ll define the next ones as you go.
 If wholeness is important to you, some of the 

foundational practices might be for you and your 

team to explore which ground rules you want to 

Starting a Teal  
organization from scratch



establish to create a safe space; to choose some soulful meeting practices; and 

to determine recruitment and onboarding processes that will help new colleagues 

join the groove. Perhaps you want to make sure you listen to the organization’s 

evolutionary purpose from day one. Often we feel we need to have detailed 

business plans and budgets when we start a new venture. Ask yourselves: what’s 
the (minimal) amount of planning the project really needs? And what is simply 
guessing in the dark to have an illusion of control? Can I let go of it so I stay open 
to signals, to new opportunities? Of course, many banks or venture capitalists still 

believe in predict-and-control more than sense-and-respond and often insist 

on detailed plans, and you might need to make some to give them a sense of 

comfort.  

I’m too polite to translate this literally, but it means something 

like, “You go figure it out!” What he wants to say, in his own 
provocative style, is: there is no recipe. If you are serious about 

this, you’ll find a way. You are smart and resourceful enough to 
figure it out. You won’t get everything right, but a way will open.  
I agree with him. There is no recipe. And I’ve come to believe 

that if the CEO really wants this (and if the board lets him—
remember the second necessary condition), it will happen. 

We know it can be done. FAVI did it. AES acquired dozens of 

traditionally run power plants all over the world and managed, 

time and time again, to transform them. And since the book 

Reinventing Organizations came out, I have heard from many 

organizations that are making the leap to Teal. The simplest les-

son I've learned from this is that every journey is truly unique. 

Which is, I guess, a fig leaf to say: these are early days. We don’t 

Transforming  
an existing organization
The question I get asked most often these days is: “How can I transform my existing organization?” 
Jean-François Zobrist (the CEO who helped the brass foundry and automotive supplier FAVI adopt self-

management) always replies to this question with the shortest of answers:

Démerdez-vous
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know much yet about how such journeys unfold, as most compa-

nies are still in the middle of it. We simply lack in-depth research 

about it. So I can’t offer any definitive answers when people ask 
me, “How can I transform my existing organization?” But I can 
nevertheless offer some insights into what you might expect 
and highlight some common misconceptions about the journey. 

We need to upgrade how we think about change 
Before you start the journey, it might be worthwhile to examine how you think about change in 

organizations. Like many people, you might have a mental model that stems from an Orange, 

mechanistic worldview … that could do with upgrading! Let me lay a bit of groundwork: there 

is a difference between a complex and a complicated system. At FAVI, they have a great meta-

phor to explain the difference. 

An airplane like a Boeing or 
an Airbus is a COMPLICATED 
system. There might be tens 
of thousands of parts, but 
they all respond to a linear 
logic. Take out a part at 
random, and an engineer will 
be able to tell you exactly 
if and how the plane will be 
impaired. 



Our dominant mental model for change comes 

with the hidden assumption that organiza-

tions are complicated systems, like an airplane. 

According to this model, if we are smart in 

our analysis, we can plan a change effort for 
the next two or even five years. And once we 
have a smart plan, it simply takes disciplined 

execution. The reality is that organizations are 

almost always complex systems. That’s why so 

many large change efforts fail. 
 So how can you help a complex system trans-

form? Just think carefully about the first step 
you want to take, and perhaps the second that 

might follow. And then listen carefully, in the 

spirit of sense-and-respond. To stay with the 

metaphor: if we want to untangle the spaghetti 

bowl, we start by looking at it from all sides, 

and when we think we have found the most 

promising strand of spaghetti to pull on, we 

start to do so carefully. If it keeps coming, we 

keep pulling. If we seem to hit a knot, then 

it’s time to pause, take a good look again, and 

start pulling somewhere else. 

 The truth is that our organizations are so 

complex that however smart we are, we can’t 

predict what will happen when we introduce 

even big changes. New, unexpected opportu-

nities might open up that we can seize. And 

certainly some parts of the system will scream 

because something is out of balance. So let’s 

start with the one or two changes that make 

most sense for now, and then listen carefully 

for the next change the system is calling for. 

 This requires a new stance from leaders, a 

stance that shows confidence and a strong 
commitment to the journey, as well as a wil-

lingness to say openly that any pretense of 

a comprehensive, up-front plan would be 

comforting, but an illusion. And that change 

is never entirely painless; for a while, things 

will be out of balance and confusing. 

 Some people will likely be unhappy about 

this and criticize you. They want you to protect 

them from pain and refuse to listen when you 

say: this is beyond anyone’s power. Careful, 

though! I’ve seen leaders who’ve taken this 

insight too far and responded to any and all 

criticism with, “Pain is part of the transforma-

tion.” This is interesting terrain for leaders: 

stay open for valid input, while learning to 

set aside the misguided criticisms that are 

coming your way.

A bowl of spaghetti, on the other 
hand, is a COMPLEX system. 
It has only a few dozen parts, 
but tug at one end of a strand 
of spaghetti that sticks out, 
and even the most powerful 
computer in the world will not 
be able to predict what will 
happen. 
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What’s the current level of psychological ownership? 
Every organization starting a transformation to Teal 

is likely to wonder: how fast or slow should I go? 
How much risk can we take? The answer, I’ve come 

to understand, hinges on one critical variable—the 
level of psychological ownership people feel for 

their organization. If, before the transformation, most 

colleagues feel strongly about their work and their 

organization, you can go fast and can take quite a 

risk. In the midst of the transformation, when there is 

some confusion or even a bit of chaos, colleagues will 

rally, will self-organize to put new structures in place 

and save the day. If, on the other hand, employees 

have little emotional investment in the organization 

and in its purpose, when work is a burden to be 

minimized … then don’t be surprised if, when they 

are given freedom, they take the freedom but not the 

responsibility. So one of the key questions I invite you 

to ponder is simply the following:

The way FAVI, a traditional, hierarchical factory, adopted 

self-management illustrates this well. Shortly after Jean-

François Zobrist was hired from the outside as the new 

CEO, he tried to engage the members of his executive 

team to hand power over to machine operators, but they 

resisted the idea again and again. Nine months into his 

role as CEO he decided to change tactics. It was the last 

working day of the year, just before the factory would 

close for the Christmas break. People were cleaning 

up the factory, the machines already quiet, when he 

gathered everyone for an improvised address. Standing 

on top of a few pallets, he shared that the way workers 

were controlled in the company felt disgraceful to him. 

What's the level of 
psychological

ownership in your 
organization?



The factory had a system that incentivized the 

workers for the number of pieces they machined 

per hour. That system would be scrapped too, and 

what people used to make in terms of bonus would 

simply be added to the base pay. 

 Managers were aghast and complained loudly 

to Zobrist after the holidays. This was a recipe 

for disaster! Productivity would collapse! Zobrist 

admits he checked the productivity numbers every 

day for a week, wondering what would happen. It 

turned out that productivity didn’t decrease but 

increased! What was going on? When you operate 
a machine, the operators told Zobrist, there is an 

optimal rhythm that is physiologically the least 

tiring for the body. In the old system, with the hourly 

targets, they had always intentionally slowed down. 

They gave themselves some slack in case manage-

ment increased their targets. For years, operators 

had effectively worked at a rhythm that was more 
tiring for them and less profitable for the company! 

"I’ve been here with you nine months. Nine 
months that I’ve seen what you do, that I see 
people with courage, great professionals who 
love their work, but whom we prevent from doing 
good work. I know that people like you don’t 
need carrots and sticks."

Zobrist finished by adding: “How will we 
operate in the future? In all honesty, I don’t 
know. I’m convinced that you deserve that we 
work together differently, but I don’t have an 
alternative model. I suggest that, together, we 
learn by doing, with good intentions, common 
sense, and in good faith."18

Zobrist went on to name a few things that 
would change. No time clocks anymore. No 
more salary deductions for coming in late. The 
stock room would no longer be locked. No 
more separate dining room for managers, and 
so forth.
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 The route that Zobrist chose to transform the factory isn’t for the fainthearted. I’m not neces-

sarily advising shock therapy as the only or best method of transformation. But FAVI’s story 

illustrates the point about psychological ownership. From the moment he was appointed CEO, 

Zobrist walked the shop floor and spoke with the operators every day. Nine months later, he 
knew that they felt strongly about their factory, and he sensed that they trusted and respected 

him. After the Christmas bombshell, operators wanted to prove that he was right to trust them: 

they would rise to the occasion. 

 AES, which took over dozens of traditionally run power plants around the world, also 

understood the importance of trust before making big changes. Most often, the workforce 

they inherited was demotivated and distrustful of people at the top. After every acquisition, 

three or four leaders from AES took over key positions in the plant, including plant director, 

but they refrained from introducing AES’s practices right away. They first sought to create real 
trust with people in the organization. It would often take a year, sometimes two, for frontline 

workers to sense that something was different about their new leadership and become invested 
in where the plant was going. Only then would bigger changes like the advice process be 

introduced. 

Many ways to start
Here is another question that always comes up: where do we start? With the whole organiza-

tion right away, or perhaps just in one part of it first? I’ve heard from organizations that have 
tried a variety of approaches, in ways that look equally promising. This might give you some 

food for thought for your own journey.  

Many organizations chose to experiment and test new methods 

within one unit to learn and build excitement. The next question 

then becomes: which unit? Many criteria can be relevant to 
choosing a good candidate. I believe the most important one 

might simply be: which one has the most energy? Which unit 
has a leader who is raring to get started?

Jos de Blok is advising two direct competitors of Buurtzorg, and 

they’ve settled on a clever approach. Instead of transforming 

the existing organizations, they have built a separate, small 

Buurtzorg-inspired unit next to it. Nurses are allowed to jump 

ship, and the idea is for the new unit to grow, while the old 

one dies out.  



Some organizations choose to encourage experiments throughout the 

organization. This is the approach chosen, for instance, by the CEO of a 

sixty thousand-person global retailer. He sent out an open invitation to 

everyone in the organization to attend an event that marked the launch of 

the transformation. In no time, enthusiasts from all over the world registered. 

At the event, the CEO shared his vision and then encouraged everyone to 

experiment, to do a bit of mischief, to question how things are done, and to 

push the boundaries. The hope is to kick-start the transformation with lots of 

parallel experimentation and to generalize the best solutions that bubble up. 

Another approach is to introduce/upgrade a certain practice for the entire 
organization at once. For instance, to adopt a new meeting practice to invite 

wholeness. Or to implement the advice process throughout the organization. 

Or to change the budgeting process. The best way to create momentum and 

buy in, it seems, is to have these new processes designed by a voluntary task 

force. Or even better, by a large group of colleagues using a process of collective 

intelligence such as Open Space or Appreciative Inquiry. The more people are 

involved in the design, the more easily everyone will adopt the new practices.

The four approaches outlined above can be mixed, of course. Remember the bowl of spaghetti: the best we 

can do is to look carefully at the organization and try to sense what would work best. But let’s not overesti-

mate our powers; we won’t come up with a perfect plan. There might be some wisdom in testing a number 

of different approaches and seeing what unfolds. In some places, we’ll witness unexpected bursts of energy, 
breaking up the old system much faster and more joyfully than we thought possible. And other experiments 

will run into the sand. While this is hard to predict, we can listen and react quickly, building on the successes 

and learning from the disappointments.

Following the energy
So where then exactly do you start? There are so many 
possible places to begin that I’ve seen some organi-

zations almost paralyzed by the question. We are so 

used to thinking that we need to analyze everything 

in depth before taking action that making the first 
step can be difficult. Here are two thoughts that you 
might find helpful. Both have to do with listening, in 
the spirit of sense-and-respond.

The first is for the CEO to listen to her or his per-
sonal aspiration. Deep inside, what are you yearning 
for? What change would be profoundly meaningful 
to you? Is it more in the field of self-management, of 
wholeness, of evolutionary purpose? When you clarify 

this, some of the first steps might become obvious. 
Some of you might wonder about this emphasis on the 

CEO, when Teal is about distributing authority. There 
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is indeed a profound paradox in the transfor-

mation process that we encounter again and 

again—to move away from existing practices 
in a pyramid, a committed and powerful CEO 

is needed. Therefore, rather than fighting the 
CEO’s power, I believe we should welcome it 

for the benefit of the transformation.
 And second, in parallel, let’s listen to the 

organization. The key question here is: for 
which change is there most energy? Where is 
energy currently blocked or waiting to be set 
free? In some organizations, it might be a 

budget process that nobody believes in and 

that drains huge amounts of energy. Or it might 

be cumbersome approval mechanisms that 

slow everything down. Or a lack of meaning, 

of purpose. Or a transactional culture, where 

subtle fears keep everyone interacting from 

behind a mask. Whatever it is, this place 

might be the natural starting point. Simply 

follow the energy, and the change process 

might snowball, fueled by the vitality that is 

unleashed. 



The importance of self-correction
In their transformation journey, many organizations itch to get rid of all the mechanisms of 

control that have been stifling and frustrating people: the thick book of rules and procedures, the 
approvals needed from higher ups, and so forth. But then what? Some people are comfortable 
betting everything on trust. Others feel nervous about the risks of just letting go. We need 

to understand, I believe, that in Teal, control is exerted in a whole new way. Let’s first get 
a misunderstanding out of the way. Control is useful and necessary. Natural systems want 

control; our bodies, for instance, need the temperature to be within certain bounds, or we 

die! But nature doesn’t implement control with rule books, hoping to stop any problem from 

happening. Control is embedded in the organization’s capacity to self-correct. This is a notion 

we are hardly familiar with, but should be, because it is extraordinarily powerful. 

 Trying to insulate ourselves from risks up front is almost impossible. We can keep adding 

rules and approval mechanisms, but we’ll never be fully safe. How could we ever foresee 

everything that could go wrong? What we know for sure will happen is that we’ll asphyxiate 
creativity and initiative-taking. Therefore, for all but the most intolerable risks, let’s not try 

and prevent things going wrong up front, but wonder instead: how quickly will a problem be 

detected, and will someone step up to correct it?19 

 Let’s take a practical example: the policy for travel expenses. In many large organizations, 

there is a whole set of rules and approvals that stipulates who is allowed to travel, what kind 

of airline ticket you can buy, and what hotel you can stay in. Perhaps you yearn to get rid of 

it all. But if there is no more control whatsoever, will costs not spiral, well, out of control? 

A common mistake is to get rid of 
existing control mechanisms without 
putting in place what’s needed for 
systems to self-correct. 
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A global retail chain decided that employees would be trusted to book their travels without 

their managers having to approve, or even be informed, as a powerful symbol that times have 

changed. Within a few months, they realized that travel expenses had increased substantially. 

After some analysis, they realized that the increase was positive: it wasn’t that everyone 

suddenly flew first class; people were taking more initiatives, which resulted in more travel. 
But among all the travel, there were a few situations that looked like possible abuses. Trust 

will always be abused at some point; that’s part of life. The question is not should we keep 

trusting or stop trusting? Rather, it is: does our system have the ability to self-correct quickly 
or not? For a system to self-correct, three things are needed:

Whenever you get rid of an important mechanism of control, be mindful about these three 

conditions so that the organization can self-correct. And if you forget, well, you can trust that 

at some point the system will self-correct … even its own lack of self-correction! This is what 

happened in the case of the global retail chain: it now has put in place transparency around 

travel expenses and forums to discuss the data. 

1 A shared understanding of what’s healthy. 
A group of volunteers could determine some 
guidelines to help everyone in making their 
choices.  

2 Information, i.e., the minimum data that 
is needed for problems to become quickly 
apparent, to be shared transparently 
throughout the organization.

3 And a forum for conversation to trigger 
self-corrective action. When there is data but 
no one talks about it, nothing will happen. 
To go back to our example: it takes courage 
for someone to step up to a colleague that 
travels first class when everyone else flies 
economy. That becomes much easier if there 
is a forum—say a quarterly meeting where 
team members review information on travel 
expenses and address any issues.  



How will colleagues react and adapt? Some things you can expect …
There is an interesting finding I’ve heard very 
consistently from organizations that embark on 

a journey to Teal: their predictions of who would 

champion the transformation, and who would likely 

resist it, are often far off the mark. Some people who 
were passive and even cynical suddenly blossom 

and surprise everyone with all sorts of initiatives. 

And others, who were seen as natural champions, 

struggle unexpectedly. The consequence is that it’s 

best to kick-start the journey with open invitations 

and see who bites, even when your instinct tells you 

to launch the initiative with a few people you trust 

will be champions. 

 Another theme that comes back consistently from 

companies embracing self-management is that people 

at the bottom of the pyramid will embrace the changes 

quite quickly if they trust you and if there is enough 

psychological ownership. On the other hand, most 

senior and middle managers, as well as people in staff 
functions, will view the transition to self-management 

as a threat (at least at first). Don’t expect them to 
embrace self-management with hoorays. In the best 

of cases, they will lose the only way they could wield 

their hierarchical power. More likely, their function 

will disappear altogether and they may have to find 
themselves a new job—within the organization or 
outside it. At FAVI, Zobrist dealt with it gracefully: 

he made it clear that teams would self-manage and 

that there would be no more need for supervisors, 

managers, and many of the staff functions. No one 
would be fired, but it wasn’t his role to find people 
new jobs. He suggested that they take their time, 

look around, talk with colleagues, and find or create 
themselves a role in which they could add value. Think 

about it: most companies have many more ideas and 

projects than they have resources. Suddenly some 

of the smartest people are freed and can pursue 

these ideas. Some people might prefer to take a 

management position in another company, and they 

can be supported financially in that transition. 
 Managers who stay often experience phantom pain 

at first. The old way to exert power is no longer there; 
they must learn new ways to make things happen. But 

quite consistently, those who stay report after some 

time how liberating it is to no longer have the pressure 

of bosses to please and subordinates to motivate and 

keep in line. They can finally go back to doing creative 
work. 

147



Part 3

The role of the 
“CEO”
There is often some confusion, I’ve noticed, 

about the role of the “CEO” in Teal organiza-

tions. Is there even such a thing? CEOs who 
make the leap often wonder what their role 

should be in the transformation and beyond. 

You might have noticed that the organizations 

I discuss all have pretty formidable founders 

or leaders—Jos de Blok at Buurtzorg, Jean-
François Zobrist at FAVI, Chris Rufer at Morning 

Star, and so forth. How is that compatible with 

self-management? How can there still be a 
CEO when there is no pyramid? Let’s look at 
this carefully: this is one more area where we 

need to reprogram ourselves, to grow into a 

new perspective.

 Remember, the goal is not to make everyone 

equal (see page 78), but to make everyone 

fully powerful. Jos de Blok and Chris Rufer 

have to play by the same rules as everyone 

else. For instance, unlike a traditional CEO, 

they can’t impose anything; they must use 

the advice process. But the goal is not to cut 

them down to size—how would that serve 
the organization?—but to use their talents, 
skills, and energy as well as possible, just like 

everyone else’s.  

 Almost all of the organizations I researched 

stopped using job titles. Instead, everyone 

holds a number of granular roles. In a team 

of nurses at Buurtzorg, you might recall, there 

is no team leader. The various roles such as 

“leader” have been distributed among team 

members. One team member might do holiday 

planning and recruiting, while another looks 

at the financials and a third one manages the 
relationship with the local hospital. In the 

same way, we must stop thinking about the 

CEO as one job, but look more granularly at 

the underlying roles. 

Not one but many roles ... 
Many of the traditional roles of the CEO fall away—there are, 
for example, no targets to set, no budgets to approve, no exe-

cutive team to chair, no promotions to decide on. There are 

two traditional roles that “CEOs” (for lack of a better word) 

often retain (but these roles could just as well be distributed 

to other colleagues): 

•  One is to be the public face of the organization to the outside 

world, because clients, vendors, and regulators often expect 

to be able to talk with the big boss. The “CEO” can play this 

role inside too, for instance, participating in the onboarding 

process with all new joiners to share with them some of the 

organization’s history, values, and purpose.

•  Another is to be a sensor of where the organization wants 

to go. Of course, everyone in the organization is invited to 

be a sensor! But in many cases, people in the organization 

recognize the founder’s or “CEO’s” ability to sense and arti-

culate where the journey is going with particular clarity and 

are happy for the “CEO” to play that role.20 



A new role: holding the space
Here is a new role that comes into play. Teal operating principles run deeply against the 

grain of accepted management thinking. A critical role of the founder/“CEO” is therefore to 
“hold the space” for Teal structures and practices. Whenever a problem comes up, someone, 

somewhere, will call for tried-and-proven solutions: let’s add a rule, a control system; let’s put 
the issue under some centralized function; let’s make processes more prescriptive; let’s make such 
decisions at a higher level in the future. The calls can come from different corners—one time 
it’s a board member who will call for more control, another time a colleague or a client. Over 

and over again, the CEO must ensure that the new practices are reaffirmed and that traditional 
management methods don’t creep in through the back door. Two small examples from FAVI 

illustrate this well. 

149



Part 3

We must lock the 
storeroom to prevent this 

from happening again. 

It is stupid to steal a drill. If you need a drill for the 
weekend and there is a spare one, you can simply borrow 
it. But we have to dismiss anyone caught stealing! 

We need to 
launch an 
investigation! 

Unlocking the storeroom was a symbolic step early in 
the transformation of the factory. Machine operators 
no longer needed to get their supervisors to sign off 
for a new pair of safety gloves. Then one day, a drill 
was stolen, and predictably, some people felt the right 
response was to tighten control.

Zobrist did none of that. Instead, he simply sent a 
message to everyone. 

That’s all it took to solve the problem. The stolen drill 
remained an isolated incident, and the storeroom 
stayed unlocked. 



Just like with the drill, the issue didn’t 

reappear. These are small incidents, but 

we need to be careful nevertheless: the 

temptation is big to seek safety from harm 

through good old methods of control. There 

are, of course, more complicated issues—for 
instance when a regulator insists on certain 

control mechanisms, or when certain software 

packages are designed for a hierarchical work 

flow and authorizations. Holding the space in 

these cases often calls for unusual solutions. 

AES was publicly listed on Wall Street, a status 

that comes with the imposition that only 

colleagues identified as “insiders” get to see 
internal information that could influence the 
stock price. But AES’s form of self-management 

relied on information being shared widely. 

Therefore, instead of a mere handful of 

“insiders” as at a typical listed company, AES 

had … thousands and thousands! All were 

subject to “blackout periods,” which normally 

only apply to senior executives, during which 

they could not trade the company securities. 

Zobrist reacted in a similar fashion on the day a female colleague reported the drawing of 

a penis on a wall in the women’s bathroom. Some people were offended and called for an 
investigation. In his customary cheeky style, Zobrist put up a flipchart in front of the women’s 
bathroom and wrote on it: 

There is among us 
a slightly deranged 
person who feels 
the need to make 
sexual drawings
for his or her sanity. 
Please make your 
drawings on this 
paper in the future 
and not on the 
bathroom walls.
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For the rest, a colleague like any other 
Once organizations embrace self-management, the former 

“CEOs” suddenly find themselves with lots of time on their 
hands! They were previously tied to back-to-back meetings, 

often booked weeks in advance to approve decisions. Now 

decision-making is distributed throughout the company. 

This was brought home to me powerfully when I visited 

Sun Hydraulics, a Florida-based company that designs and 

manufactures hydraulic valves and manifolds. When 

I met Allen Carlson, the company’s CEO, I asked 

him if he would show me his agenda for the week. 

Now, mind you, Sun Hydraulics is a NASDAQ-listed 

company, with subsidiaries in Germany, the UK, 

and Korea. And yet, he had only four meetings 

planned the entire week … two of which were 

with me! The same phenomenon plays out with 

many organizations that are currently making 

the leap. Several “CEOs” have told me almost 

exactly the same story: I took three weeks 

of holiday, and I didn’t receive a single call 

from the office! 
 So what do founders and “CEOs” do then? 
Part of their time will go into the four roles 

Role modeling self-management,  
wholeness, and evolutionary purpose
Another specific role that founders and “CEOs” of Teal organizations must take on is to role 
model, to the best of their ability, the behaviors needed for self-management, wholeness, and 

evolutionary purpose to flourish. Take wholeness: there is little chance that people will take 
the risk of showing up in the fullness of who they are if the founder or “CEO” is hiding behind 

a professional mask. Tami Simon, the founder and leader of Sounds True, gives the example 

of bringing depth to check-ins at the beginning of meetings:

“Check-ins can have different levels of depth to 
them. People can check in and say, ‘Yeah, I’m 
doing great, everything is fine.’ I find you need 
someone in the room who will go to a deeper 
level inside themself. … It doesn’t take very 
many people; it can take just one or two. I’m 
always willing to be that person.”²¹



I’ve had quite a few conversations with people who 

want to adopt Teal practices in their work, but their 

CEO isn’t really into these ideas. For that reason, a 

wholesale transformation of the organization is not on 

the table. The CEO won’t embrace practices that make 

no sense from his or her perspective. If, nevertheless, 

you want to somehow help the whole organization 

become a better place, instead of aiming “vertically” 

for Teal, your energy is better spent, I would suggest, 

going for “horizontal” changes: moving, for instance, 

from an unhealthy version of Orange to a healthier one. 

Orange organizations can be vibrant and innovative 

places where management by objectives gives people 

room to maneuver and to express themselves; or they 

can be stressful, disheartening places constrained by a 

thicket of rules, procedures, budgets, and arbitrary tar-

gets. As a middle or senior manager, you can champion 

changes that make sense from an Orange perspective 

and that your top management can embrace (say, more 

agile, client-facing units). 

If you are not the CEO,  
what can you do?

we discussed (being the public face, sensing, holding the space, role modeling). This often leaves 

them with much time on their hands, which they use in creative work. Like any other colleague, 

they can take on an initiative or join someone else’s. They can fill an operational role that fits 
their talents and interests. I hear from CEOs who tell me that this has been deeply satisfying 

at a personal level. Just as much as everyone else, they are often very creative people, but 

they didn’t have space to express their creativity in all the years they were traditional CEOs. 
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This new practice is more than symbolic; it changes the power hierarchy 

between a manager and the direct reports in profound ways. You can add more 

to the mix (unless HR policies really tie your hands behind your back): for the 

yearly appraisal discussions, you can do it in a peer-based fashion (see page 

107) rather than the traditional boss–subordinate one-on-one. Perhaps you 

can even introduce peer-based practices for people working “below” you to 

decide on salary increases and bonuses. All of these changes—how decisions 
are made, how people are appointed, evaluated, and compensated—can release 

At a local level, there is more you can do than you might suspect
Within your area, for the people working “below” you, many more possibilities open up. For 

instance, take all the practices related to wholeness. If you bring them in wisely (and by invi-

tation of course; no one can be forced into wholeness) they will probably fly below the radar 
screen of leaders at the very top. Executives there might hear about it and find it a bit strange, 
but if it makes people happy and keeps them motivated, what is there to say? 
 When it comes to self-management and evolutionary purpose, you’ll more quickly bump 

into the rest of the organization. Taking away the hierarchical structure altogether, for instance, 

would set off alarm bells around the company, but there are things you can do nevertheless. 
You can introduce the advice process in your teams. Or you can change the appointment pro-

cess.  Take the case where one of your direct reports has changed jobs and must be replaced.

Instead of you interviewing 
candidates and naming 
a successor …

… why don’t you let people one 
level below write the profile 
of their future boss, do the 
interviews, and select the person? 

Experience shows that people put the 
bar very high and do a great job when 
it comes to picking their boss. And the 
new boss starts walking on water: all 
her subordinates want her to succeed 
to prove they made the right choice.



How long will you stay?  
And what risks are you willing to take? 

lots of energy. Managers can 

no longer control people by 

fear and must engage in more 

meaningful ways of collabo-

rating. And yet, to the outside 

world, the pyramid looks reas-

suringly intact. 

 A middle manager I once 

met called it “opening the shit 

umbrella”: you participate in 

the practices that come from 

higher up the hierarchy, but 

you don’t cascade them 

down. You might even be 

able to do this for something 

like budgets and targets. 

Say the budget process in 

your company has become 

largely meaningless. While 

you’ll have to play the game 

with your superiors, you can 

perhaps stop it at your level 

and ask the people who work 

for you to engage in a more 

productive, life-giving way of 

visualizing the future.

There are two questions I’d invite you 

to ask yourself before introducing 

such changes. A first question is: 
how long will you realistically stay in 
your current position? If you believe 

that in a year or two you might move 

elsewhere, it's probably not wise to 

go too radical. Unless your successor 

happens to be a pioneer like you, he's 

likely to return to business as usual, 

and people on your teams might feel 

cheated. Are you willing to stay for, 

say, five years in that position? Would 
you be willing to forgo a promotion 

that might come your way?
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At some point, after the book Reinventing Organizations 
came out, I realized that there are two very different 
ways to talk about all this. One story is that Teal is 

cutting-edge stuff, that few people really understand 
it, that transforming the organization will be risky and 

require lots of time and energy. This is the story that 

most of us intuitively go for. 

 And then there is a whole other way to look at it: 

that Teal practices are the simpler, more intuitive, more 

natural, way to do things. That most of us long to work 

in natural hierarchies, long for communities where we 

can bring in our whole selves, long for a purpose that 

gives guidance and meaning. That really, we’ll end 

up, after going through an (un)learning curve, with a 

simpler way to go about work. 

 Let’s illustrate these two stories with the example of 

organizational structures. We can look at self-manage-

ment and say: wow, how will we ever operate without 
the pyramid? That must be so complicated! And then 

there is another way to think about it. Let me try to 

express this in a visual way. At Morning Star, once 

a year, every employee formalizes agreements with 

the people they work most closely with. (In essence: 

This is what I commit to and that you can expect of 

me. Do you agree with this?) This graph depicts these 
agreements at Morning Star. 

Every dot is a person, and every line a formalized 

agreement that two colleagues have with each other. 

This, you could say, is Morning Star’s organization chart. 

Actually, this is what every organization’s real org chart 

looks like. This is how work gets done. 

There is a simpler way 22

The second question has to do with the risks you are 

willing to take. Listen inside and ask yourself: are you 
willing, if it comes to it, to be branded as someone who 
colors very much outside the lines? Are you willing, pos-
sibly, to lose your job over this? I’m not suggesting you 

should, but it’s helpful to know how risk averse you 

are, to help you decide how bold you can be. 

 I regularly have conversations with people who tell 

me they’ve had it, they want to resign from their job as 

middle or senior managers. I like to inquire in return: “If 

you want to leave anyway because the current mana-

gement paradigm isn’t working for you, why don’t you, 

in your sphere of influence, make all the changes you 
want to do? I mean, what’s the worst thing that could 
happen—that you lose your job? That’s what you just 
told me you were going for.“ Of course, everyone's 

story is unique, and I can’t possibly know what the 

person in front of me is called to do. But I think it’s wor-

thwhile exploring that possibility. This journey might 

prove to be one of much learning, and who knows? 
Your identity, how people view you, might change in 

the process, and you might meet many interesting 

people. Perhaps this might be the best way to launch 

you on the next step in your life’s journey. 



But then, we force an alien structure onto the natural way to get things done, which distorts and 

complicates everything. So really, which structure is simpler: the pyramid, or a self-managing 

structure? The answer, I believe, is that the pyramid is easier to comprehend, because we are 
so used to it. But an organic structure is much simpler, much more natural and intuitive. It’s 

there anyway, always fluid and evolving, so let’s recognize it and work with it. And not try to 
add a second one on top of it.   

 The same holds true for any of the practices in Teal. None of them is complicated; no rocket 

science is involved. Take the advice process: isn’t it obvious, in some way, that you should ask 

advice from people who know something about the subject, and from those who will have to 

live with your decision? Isn’t that what you would do naturally, if you tried to come up with 
the best decision? Remember the story of Jos de Blok and the twenty-four-hour decision cycle 
(page 70): how much simpler is this than the cumbersome way we often practice hierarchi-

cal decision-making? Or remember Morning Star’s self-set salary increases (page 75): it’s 
wonderfully simple, and it cuts through all the haggling and complaining about compensation.
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The same is true for wholeness: we can tell stories about how it’s hard to get colleagues to show up 

whole in the work place. And yet, as soon as you create a truly safe space, time and time again people 

start showing up in more profound, more authentic ways, as if they had been waiting for this for a long 

time. None of the wholeness practices requires a master's degree. Learning to use tingsha bells in 

meetings (page 104) doesn’t take more than five minutes to explain. 
 So which story to believe? I think there is truth in both. Teal practices are surprisingly simple, much 
simpler than the management methods we are used to. But there is real unlearning involved in order 

to reach simplicity. You could say that for our generation, the journey to Teal organizations is mostly 

one of unlearning complicated ways for doing what can be much simpler.



This is just the beginning
Many of us feel that today’s management is broken. Thanks to extraordinary pioneers—the founders of Buurtzorg, 
RHD, Morning Star, Heiligenfeld, AES, FAVI, and others—we have a sense of the possibilities that could open 
up when we build organizations not as machines, but as living systems, seeking inspiration from nature and 

evolution. More that just a sense, we have a grasp of the structures, practices, and cultures that can help us 

bring to life powerful, soulful, and purposeful businesses, nonprofits, schools, and hospitals. 
 All of this is still very much emerging, of course; by no means do I believe we have seen everything there is 

to come. As more people and more organizations follow in the pioneers’ footsteps, they will enrich and refine 
our understanding of this emerging model by pushing the boundaries and inventing new practices. 

 I’m only half-comfortable using the term “organizational model” because it could be read in a prescriptive, 

monolithic way, as a list of structures and practices that must be rigidly implemented. I no longer believe that 

we need to design and shape organizations in the way we design machines and buildings—objectively, from 
the outside. What we can do is seek inspiration from these pioneers to evoke new ways of being, new ways 

of operating, from within an organization. Ultimately, it comes down to the living system of your organization, 

and of you within it. What does the living system—what do you—feel called to do, to become? 
 These are extraordinary times to be alive. Often confusing, but full of possibilities. It is up to us to invent 

a new path. There is an old saying, sometimes attributed to Native American tribes, that seems particularly 

relevant to me as we embark on this shift to more life-giving organizations: 

“We are the people we 
have been waiting for.” 
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Reinventing 
Organizations
Of course, the book 
Reinventing Organizations 
goes into both more 
breadth and more depth 
than this illustrated 
version does. It has a list of 
suggested readings at the 
end if you want to explore 
some more. 

Wiki
More than one hundred readers came together 
to create a knowledge wiki. Each of the Teal 
practices has its own article that sometimes 
goes into much more depth than the book 
ever could. Say you want to create an advice-
based compensation system—you’ll find in the 
wiki quite detailed discussions on the topic 
and practical examples. The goal of the wiki 
is always to stay up-to-date with the latest 
thinking, outgrowing the book over time.  
reinventingorganizationswiki.com

Conversation platform
A number of leaders making the journey to transform their 
organizations wanted to connect with like-minded peers. We 
set up an online conversation platform, where they discuss with 
and learn from one another. 
discourse.reinventingorganizations.com

News hub
Two readers, who were quickly 
joined by more, created 
Enlivening Edge, a newsletter 
and website that aims to share 
and reference the news in 
the space of organizations 
going “Teal.” It’s a great 
resource to stay current and 
be encouraged with what’s 
unfolding. 
enliveningedge.org

Meetups
In an increasing number of cities, people 
organize meetups or communities of practice 
to share and get inspiration and support from 
one another. Search online to find a group, or 
simply start one of your own. 

Here are some resources  
if you want to go deeper
The book Reinventing Organizations is starting to turn into a movement, with people in organizations 

of all stripes deciding to make the leap to Teal. Exciting times! A series of projects has grown out of 

this movement, and more are in the making. In some ways, a whole little ecosystem is arising from the 

book, providing practical support to people in organizations making the leap. Here are some of them. 

For a longer list that’s up to date, check reinventingorganizations.com/resources.



Find your tribe
There are many more resources than the ones 

related to Reinventing Organizations that I just 

highlighted. We are currently witnessing a real 

outburst of activity in this field. Sometimes, an 
idea is ripe, a thought is ready to be thought. 

Perhaps you know the story of calculus being 

discovered in the seventeenth century not just 

by one person, but by at least two. Leibnitz and 

Newton both discovered calculus at the same 

time, while others like Fermat were onto it too. 

It’s extraordinary, come to think of it: for 100,000 

years of human history, no one had bothered with 

calculus. But suddenly something was in the air, 

and it resulted in a leap for science. 

 This is what’s happening today with management 

and organizations. The founders of many of the 

organizations I researched tuned into something 

that is in the air, and so are thousands more 

right now. Reinventing Organizations is but one 

expression, one way to look at what’s unfolding. 

There are many more people and budding 

movements tapping into the same field.
 For instance, Agile and Scrum are two related 

movements that are fundamentally transforming 

the world of IT by bringing self-management and 

a form of sense-and-respond to programming 

projects. Holacracy is an elaborate, packaged 

“operating system” for self-management. It comes 

with a steep learning curve and a language that 

can be off-putting at first, but many organizations 
who stick with the system swear by it. Sociocracy 

is an earlier system for self-management that ins-

pired Holacracy and that has its own following. 

There are academics who have created commu-

nities around related ideas—Otto Scharmer with 
Theory U and U.Lab, Robert Kegan with Deliberately 
Developmental Organizations, and Gary Hamel 

with the MIX, to name just a few. 

 These are just some of the bigger movements, 

but it seems like no week passes by without 

someone coining a framework to give words 

to what’s unfolding, without a conference that 

explores new ways to be at work, without an 

organization that steps forward sharing how it 

has reinvented itself, without a new book on the 

topic. Exciting times. Something is in the air. In 

the midst of this all, I encourage you to find your 
own sources of inspiration, your own tribe. 
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1
A great number of researchers from many different fields have 
studied human evolution. Abraham Maslow famously looked 
at how human needs evolve along the human journey, from 
basic physiological needs to self-actualization. Others looked 
at development through the lenses of worldviews (Gebser, for 
instance), cognitive capacities (Piaget), values (Graves), moral 
development (Kohlberg, Gilligan), self-identity (Loevinger), 
spirituality (Fowler), leadership (Cook-Greuter, Kegan, Torbert), 
and so on.
     In their exploration, they found consistently that humanity 
evolves in stages. We are not like trees that grow continuously. 
We evolve by sudden transformations, like a caterpillar that 
becomes a butterfly, or a tadpole a frog. Our knowledge about 
the stages of human development is now very robust. Two thin-
kers in particular―Ken Wilber and Jenny Wade―have done 
remarkable work comparing and contrasting all the major stage 
models and have discovered strong convergence. Every model 
might look at one side of the mountain (one looks at needs, ano-
ther at cognition, for instance), but it’s the same mountain. They 
may give different names to the stages or sometimes subdivide 
or regroup them differently. But the underlying phenomenon 
is the same, just like Fahrenheit and Celsius recognize―with 
different labels―that there is a point at which water freezes 
and another where it boils. This developmental view has been 
backed up by solid evidence from large pools of data; academics 
like Jane Loevinger, Susanne Cook-Greuter, Bill Torbert, and 
Robert Kegan have tested this stage theory with thousands and 
thousands of people in several cultures and in organizational 
and corporate settings, among others.
     The way I portray the stages borrows from many researchers, 
and primarily from Wade’s and Wilber’s meta-analyses. It 
touches briefly upon different facets of every stage―the 
worldview, the needs, the cognitive development, the moral 
development. I refer to every stage, and to the corresponding 
organizational model, with both a name and a color. Naming 
the stages is always a struggle; a single adjective will never be 
able to capture all of the complex reality of a stage of human 
consciousness. I’ve chosen adjectives that I feel are the most 
evocative for each stage, in some cases borrowing a label from 
an existing stage theory, in other cases choosing a label of my 
own making. Integral Theory often refers to stages not with a 
name but with a color. Certain people find this color-coding 
to be highly memorable, and for that reason I’ll often refer to 
a stage throughout this book with the corresponding color 
(which should not obscure the fact―let’s add this to avoid 
any misunderstanding―that the way I describe the stages of 
consciousness stems from a personal synthesis of the work of 
different scholars, which while generally compatible might not 
always square entirely with the way Integral Theory describes 
the same stages, nor with the work of Clare Graves, that Spiral 
Dynamics has made popular using a similar color scheme).

2
This stage corresponds to Loevinger’s and Cook-Greuter’s 
“Self-protective,” Kegan’s “Imperial,” Torbert’s “Opportunistic,” 
Graves’ “CP,” Spiral Dynamics’ “Red,” Piaget’s “Pre-operational 
(Conceptual),” Wade’s “Egocentric,” and others.

3
 According to Wikipedia, the idea of an aggressively dominant 
“alpha wolf” in gray wolf packs has been discredited by wolf 
biologists and researchers, and so-called “alphas” in packs are 
merely the breeding animals. This news makes for an interesting 
discussion. If in the past, we have projected a story of dominance 
onto the role of the alpha male in wolf packs, it is probably 
because we as human beings have long functioned this way. 
That researchers fairly recently began to see more subtle 
relationships in wolf packs might reveal that we ourselves are 
coming to operate from more complex worldviews. (Another 
intriguing possibility is that it would be the other way around: 
that researchers seeing the world today through Green lenses 
don’t want to see alpha behavior and project their pluralistic 
stance onto the wolves. The trouble is: we really see the world 
not as it is, but as we are.)

4
The term “Conformist” is used by Loevinger, Cook-Greuter, 
and Wade, among others. This stage corresponds to Gebser’s 
“Mythical,” Loevinger’s and Cook-Greuter’s “Conformist,” Graves’ 
“DQ,” Spiral Dynamics’ “Blue,” Kegan’s “Interpersonal,” Torbert’s 
“Diplomat” and “Expert,” Piaget’s “Concrete Operational,” and 
others.

5
 The term “Achievement” is borrowed from Wade. This stage cor-
responds to Gebser’s “Mental,” Loevinger’s and Cook-Greuter’s 
“Self-Aware” and “Conscientious,” Kegan’s “Institutional,” 
Torbert’s “Achiever,” Piaget’s “Formal Operational,” Graves’ 
“ER,” Spiral Dynamics’ “Orange,” and others; it is often simply 
referred to as modernity.

Notes



6
This stage corresponds to Loevinger’s and Cook-Greuter’s 
“Individualistic,” Torbert’s “Individualist,” Wade’s “Affiliative,” 
Graves’ “FS,” Spiral Dynamics’ “Green,” and others; it is often 
simply referred to as postmodernity.

7
The first major study dates from 1992, when Harvard Business 
School professors John Kotter and James Heskett investigated 
this link in their book Corporate Culture and Performance. They 
established that companies with strong business cultures and 
empowered managers/employees outperformed other compa-
nies on revenue growth (by a factor of four), stock price increase 
(by a factor of eight), and increase in net income (by a factor of 
more than seven hundred) during the eleven years considered 
in the research. The book Conscious Capitalism, written by Raj 
Sisodia and John Mackey, has a whole chapter with references 
of similar studies to which interested readers can refer. 
     Any research trying to make such general claims as the 
superior outcome of one organizational model over another is 
bound to hit methodological limitations: the risk of selection 
bias is real (how do you “objectively” select which company 
is, say, “Green” or culture driven?); it’s almost impossible to 
filter out the many factors other than the management model 
that determine an organization’s success (the quality of the 
strategy, of the business model, of the assets, of the people, 
the patents, and so forth; not to mention sheer good luck); and 
on a principled level, one could question shareholder return or 
growth as the primary metric to gauge success, as most studies 
do. Perhaps direct experience ultimately matters more than 
academic claims. Anyone who spends time in organizations such 
as Southwest Airlines will return convinced that empowered 
workers in values-driven companies will on average outperform 
their peers in more traditional settings.

8
This stage corresponds to Gebser’s “Integral,” Loevinger’s 
“Integrated,” Cook-Greuter’s “Construct-Aware,” Kegan’s “Inter-
individual,” Torbert’s “Strategist” and “Alchemist,” Graves’ “AN,” 
Spiral Dynamics’ “Yellow,” Maslow’s “Self-actualization,” Wade’s 
“Authentic,” and others; it is often referred to as integral.
 

9
Ernst & Young, Maatschappelijke Business Case (mBC) Buurtzorg 
Nederland, versie 1.1 (Netherlands: 2009).

10
According to Wikipedia, flocking is a collective animal behavior 
exhibited by many living beings such as birds, fish, bacteria, 
and insects. It is considered an emergent behavior arising 
from simple rules that are followed by individuals and does 
not involve any central coordination. Flocking behavior was 
first simulated on a computer in 1987 by Craig Reynolds. Basic 
models of flocking behavior are controlled by three simple rules:
1 Separation - avoid crowding neighbors (short-range repulsion)
2 Alignment - steer towards average heading of neighbors
3 Cohesion - steer towards average position of neighbors (long-
range attraction)
With these three simple rules, flock moves are simulated in an 
extremely realistic way.

11
Dennis Bakke, who has long championed the advice process, 
wrote two books I recommend for anyone wanting to understand 
the transformative power of this decision-making method. Joy 
at Work traces the story of AES, a highly successful energy firm 
operating with the “advice process” in the 1980s and 1990s 
with forty thousand people in more than thirty countries. The 
Decision Maker is a business fable, a story of a fictional com-
pany’s transformation when it embraces the advice process.

12
Daniel Pink’s Drive provides a good overview of research on 
the matter.

13
Productivity at Buurtzorg is defined as the ratio of hours billed 
to the social security system over working hours. A ratio of 60 
percent is deemed healthy for Buurtzorg. So if nurses in a team 
bill on average twenty-four hours of a forty-hour week (the rest 
is training, team meetings, commute, and so forth), Buurtzorg is 
in a healthy financial situation. 
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14
A similar effect is at play in schools where babies are brought 
into the classroom. Mary Gordon, a Canadian educator, pioneered 
a program where mothers (or fathers) and their babies come to 
spend time with a class of children at regular times. The results 
have been so spectacular that the program has by now been 
brought to thousands of classrooms in Canada, the United States, 
England, New Zealand, and elsewhere. David Bornstein wrote 
in The New York Times: 
 “Tough kids smile, disruptive kids focus, shy kids open up. The 
baby seems to act like a heart-softening magnet. … ‘Empathy can’t 
be taught, but it can be caught,’ Gordon often says―and not just 
by children. ‘Programmatically my biggest surprise was that not 
only did empathy increase in children, but it increased in their tea-
chers,’ she added. ‘And that, to me, was glorious, because teachers 
hold such sway over children.’ Scientific studies with randomized 
control trials have shown extraordinary reductions in ‘proactive 
aggression’―the deliberate and cold-blooded aggression of bullies 
who prey on vulnerable kids―as well as ‘relational aggression’―
things like gossiping, excluding others, and backstabbing.” (David 
Bornstein, “Fighting Bullying with Babies,” Opinionator, The New 
York Times, November 8, 2010.)

15
The number of participants is also limited by the size of 
the largest meeting room in Bad Kissingen. Employees in 
Waldmünchen, two hundred miles away, are meeting at the 
same time, and the two assemblies form a single meeting thanks 
to oversized videoconference displays on both ends.

16
So much so that the company is about to shift to a biweekly 
rhythm―there simply aren’t that many hot topics popping up 
anymore.

17
An organization that is cash strapped might also do a budget, 
to make sure its expenses and investments don’t put it at risk. 
It’s the same principle: let’s make a budget if it provides real 
guidance for important decisions, but not to try to predict and 
control. Buurtzorg offers an interesting illustration of this. Teams 
at Buurtzorg don’t do any significant purchasing or investments, 
so they don’t bother with financial budgets at all. At the aggre-
gate level, though, Buurtzorg makes a simple projection of its 
expected cash flow to get a sense of how many new teams it 

can allow to start up. New teams can take up to a year to break 
even, and given Buurtzorg’s very rapid growth, it wants to make 
sure it doesn’t go bust if too many new teams get started at 
the same time. The budget is exceedingly simple and fits on a 
single sheet of paper. 

18
Zobrist, Jean-François. La belle histoire de FAVI: L’entreprise qui 
croit que l’Homme est bon. Tome 1, Nos Belles Histoires. (Paris: 
Humanisme et Organisations, 2008), p. 38.

19
Let’s stay with the analogy of body temperature to bring this 
to life. Our body is able to adapt to a great range of outside 
temperatures and to the fact that we might do intense physical 
activity sometimes and be absolutely still at others. How does 
the body maintain its temperature, instead of overheating? 
The hypothalamus in the brain continuously monitors body 
temperature and quickly sends signals to regulate the temperate 
to cool down (through radiation, conduction, and convection 
and evaporation of perspiration) or heat up (vasoconstriction 
to decrease the flow of heat to the skin, cessation of sweating, 
shivering to increase heat production in the muscles, secretion 
of norepinephrine, epinephrine, and thyroxine to increase heat 
production). If we tried to control body temperature in the way 
we often try to prevent risks in organizations, it might look 
something like this: we’d all walk around in space suits heated 
to the perfect temperature, and we wouldn’t be allowed to walk 
too quickly or too slowly. We’d also end up with control, but at 
the cost of losing much of our freedom to maneuver.
     Now, for some rare cases where we can’t self-correct quickly 
enough and the risks are particularly high, we might want 
to keep some form of up-front control. Say we have a peer-
based budgeting process that no longer gets “approved” by an 
executive committee. But perhaps it’s healthy, when it comes to 
signing actual checks with the bank for large amounts, to keep 
a mechanism where any large check must be signed by two 
people or more, or by a person holding a certain role, to reduce 
the risk that one rogue fool can put the organization at risk.

20
Peter Koenig, an astute observer of organizational life, talks 
about this role as the “source,”  the individual who has an inti-
mate connection with an “information channel” to the purpose. 



In his observations, which seem to be validated by hundreds 
of workshops he has run, in any organization there is a primary 
source. While the data is too scarce to make any definite asser-
tions if this is true even of self- managing organizations, my 
impression is that it might be the case as well. 
     Let’s avoid any misunderstanding (if you read this from 
an egalitarian-Green perspective, you might already be up in 
arms): this is not a way to reintroduce a power hierarchy, but 
a recognition that there might be a natural hierarchy at play. 
When people like Jos de Blok, Zobrist, or Chris Rufer share an 
intuition of where things might be heading, their colleagues 
tend to listen carefully, because they recognize their power to 
sense and articulate a vision for the future. 
     Koenig highlights the importance for the person acting as 
source to learn to materialize a heartfelt, creative vision, rather 
than a vision rooted in their personal ego. When this is done 
well, colleagues tend to embrace the source's vision because 
it feels true and right. The same principles apply to the many 
founder/sources of other initiatives which realize parts of the 
overall vision. Koenig suggests that if we map out the various 
initiatives within a self -managing organization over time from 
the founding moment, they will seem to unfold in a well- defined 
order rather like a tree with branches and twigs, i.e., in the form 
of a natural, creative hierarchy. 
     What is new in self-managing organizations is that the “CEO/
source” can’t impose his or her vision (he or she uses the advice 
for decision-making). The second difference: everyone else feels 
invited to sense and articulate in just the same way. While the 
founder/CEO might be a particularly powerful and respected 
source, everyone knows they have the power to act on what 
they sense needs to happen. 

21
Skype conversation with the author, March 14, 2013.

    
22

This is the title of a poetic and in many ways prophetic book by 
Margaret J. Wheatley and Myron Kellner-Rogers. Published in 
1998, it muses on what organizations and work might be like if 
we stopped thinking of organizations as machines and instead 
viewed them truly as living organisms. It’s an extraordinary 
testament to the power of metaphors—and to the insights of 
the authors—that almost all of the insights I discovered during 
my research were suggested in Wheatley’s and Kellner-Rogers’ 
prose.  
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you, Etienne. The moments where I would look 

at a new batch of illustrations you sent were 

always thrilling, as I knew that some of them 

would utterly amaze me again and bring to life a 

complex thought with one visual stroke of genius. 

Oh, would I like to have this gift of yours! 

Thank you, Isabelle (Normand), for suggesting that 

my book really needed a couple of illustrations, 

and for insisting that I should get to know Etienne 

who would be just the right person for it. Cécile 

and Martin, our collaboration ended on a strange 

and sad note, and yet I’m still grateful for your 

contribution, in particular for talking me out of 

the square format I had imagined for the book 

at first. Véronique (Geubelle), you stepped in 
when the book was almost ready and suddenly 

in need of a graphic designer on the shortest of 

notice. You've been a real savior. Betsy (Goolsby), 

your eagle eyes have saved this book from more 

errors and typos than I care to admit. It’s been 

again a pleasure to work with you. As it has been 

with you, Lisa (Gill): thank you for your help with 

running the Indiegogo crowdfunding campaign, 

for collecting feedback on early drafts, and for 

the cheerful presence I’ve always felt in the 

background by my side throughout this project. 

I also want to thank all of you who have men- 

tioned and recommended the book Reinventing 
Organizations to others. Your word of mouth 

has helped what could have stayed an obscure, 

self-published book touch many, many lives 

and transform countless organizations. A warm 

thank you also for all of you who in some way 

have initiated or participated in the projects 

(audiobook, wiki, meetups, …) that have sprung 

up around this topic. 

Thank you also to all of you who have taken time 

to offer me feedback on draft versions of the 
book. You’ve helped me make my points more 

clearly and avoid potential misunderstandings: 
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Charlotte Steenbergen, Cuan Mulligan, Eric 
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my hat off to the founders and the employees 
of the trailblazing companies this book is based 

on. Your vision and your pioneering efforts are 
inspiring people all over the world to imagine a 

different future. What you’ve set out to do conti-
nues to fill me with awe. 

In the book Reinventing Organizations, I than-

ked you, Raphaël and Noémie, for inviting me 
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try and finish this book. And I thanked you, 
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wonderful, including writing a book. I’m happy 
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When I’m asked to provide a bio, I find myself in trouble. In the past, I knew what to say. For a 
number of years, I worked at McKinsey, a consulting firm. Then I had my own practice as a coach 
and facilitator, until I started working on Reinventing Organizations and other projects. At this 

stage, I live a relatively simple life, traveling little and spending much time with my love and 

two young children. I make no longer-term plans; I just try to sense (not unlike organizations 

listening to their evolutionary purpose, come to think of it) which of the many projects that 

swirl around my head would be most meaningful to take on. Mostly, though, I try to hold my 

horses—I’m tempted to take on too many projects, and when I do, I’m irritated that I don’t 
have time to enjoy nature or a good book. But then, of course, when I sit in nature, in the silent 

presence of trees, I can’t help but think about the many interesting projects I’d like to explore :-)

About Frederic Laloux

It sometimes feels like a past life, but I do remember working for fifteen years as a manage-

ment consultant, a manager, and a manager of managers for all sorts of Orange corporations. 

Since 2010, I have dedicated myself to proper, important work, though: I doodle, draw, and 

illustrate. I publish graphic novels—among others, on the topics of work and the workplace—
and I often draw for organizations to bring visual clarity to their transformation journey. I 

feel blessed to have found a way for my gifts and perspective to be of service to people 

seeking to unfold more luminous, creative, and inspiring ways of being in organizations.  

www.etienneappert.fr

About Etienne Appert
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