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Working Flexibly
Are you and your organization well equipped for rapidly
changing and challenging times? “Chaos” is more than likely
to prevail in your own workplace. Make flexibility a priority,
both in the systems you establish and in your behaviour
and that of the people who work for you.

HOW FLEXIBLE IS YOUR COMPANY?

The flexibility of a company depends on its ability to meet seven requirements. Assess
the flexibility of your own organization by answering the questions below relating to these
seven needs. Answer on a scale from 1 to 5 where number 5 represents “always”, 4 “often”,
3 “sometimes”, 2 “rarely”, and 1 “never”. Compare your results with the analysis that follows.
– Does the company respond fast and well to the customer?
– Does it innovate in all areas?
– Is the innovation fast-paced?
– Is everybody treated in a flexible, empowering way?
– Do the organization and its staff welcome change?
– Does management communicate and share an inspiring vision?
– Are support systems and controls simple and effective?
ANALYSIS

A maximum score of 35 is very unlikely, while a score below 28 is unacceptable and
indicates that there are improvements to be made. Look at the questions for which you
scored between 1 and 4, and work towards converting them to a 5.
SIZE MATTERS

You will probably find, as Peters suggests, that the larger your organization, the less likely
it is to meet the seven requirements for flexibility. But small companies are not without
fault, either. Mistreating customers, innovating seldom and slowly, disempowering people,
resisting change, functioning without any vision of the future, and operating by strict,
oppressive, and often ridiculous controls are common to all types of organization.
If your ideal is to work in a flexible environment (as it should be), do not be inflexible
yourself. Be open to innovation, commit to change, respond to customer needs, and build
on small but firm foundations. Buffett Masterclass (Investing in stocks) Robert Heller www.
thinkingmanagers.com Page 3
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1. Setting the Agenda
Whatever the size of your organization, set the agenda
for yourself as well as others. If you work for an inflexible
organization, you will surely be impeded in managing
in the way you think best. All the same, go as far as you
can along the Peters road.

START WITH YOURSELF

You do not need to have a rebellious nature to adopt your own programme. Valuing
innovation and adapting to change should be encouraged by sensible seniors, even if only
by lip-service. Refuse to work ineffectively, unless you have absolutely no other option.
SET YOUR OWN AGENDA

– Treat your own customers (inside and outside the business) excellently - listen to
them, identify their needs, and meet those needs fully.
– Look for new ways of doing things and new things to do - and try to do them fast.
– Treat everybody who works with you as an independent colleague with a real
individual contribution to make.
– Become a change agent, always welcoming and facilitating positive developments
and reacting vigorously to unfavourable events.
– Form a vision for your job, your career, your unit.
– As far as you can, side-step stupid rules and regulations; adopt informal, better ways
of working.
BROADEN YOUR RANGE

A lot depends on your colleagues: seek out those who feel the same way as you do, and
make them your allies. If it is within your power, divide your staff into the smallest possible
groups consistent with getting the task done efficiently and properly. If one person can
see a particular task through from start to finish, then that is the best plan to follow. Such
people will belong to a larger grouping, but allow them, too, to set their own agenda. Peters
Masterclass (Working Flexibly) Peters Masterclass (Working Flexibly) Robert Heller www.
thinkingmanagers.com Page 4
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2. Involving Others in Change
“Get everyone involved in almost everything,” says Peters.
Start by listening to your staff. People respond well to being
asked for their informed opinions, and you will benefit from their
inside knowledge. But you need to do more than just listen.
You must act, and doing that will lead to changing accepted
polices and practices.

GOING BEYOND LIMITATIONS

Unfortunately, lip-service is especially common when managers talk about involving or
empowering people, and you may well find yourself working “against the organization”.
Check how many of the following features characterize your company:
– Complex structure
– Functional separatism
– Too many layers
– Bureaucratic procedures
– Traditional front-line
– Demeaning regulations
– Dispiriting work conditions
If any of these apply, ask yourself if you are at all responsible for perpetuating such
corporate vices. Ask your staff what improvements they would like to see, and adopt
the most useful suggestions. This not only raises morale but may also save expenditure.
Involving people is a two-way process. The following questions will enable you to focus on
achieving objectives and to mobilize other, truly involved people to do the same. If your
answers are not all “Yes”, change your ways. Help others to answer positively too. The
results will be rewarding both psychologically and financially.
FOCUS ON OBJECTIVES

– Am I developing my team-working skills?
– Have I made my expertise indispensable?
– Do I grab any and all opportunities for distinctive contribution?
– Am I an “action” person, quick to volunteer to “put out fires” and start new initiatives?
– Do I seek advice of others widely?
– Do I know exactly what I am doing – and why?
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3. Responding to the customer
According to Peters, “total customer responsiveness” is essential.
Make it your prime objective. To achieve this, you must be
flexible and ready to handle every situation. You cannot respond
totally to customers by “perfecting routines” — the exceptional
will inevitably occur for which a standard response will be
inappropriate. Contact customers as often as you can and find
out what you need to do to improve the relationship. Act on
what they tell you.

DEALING WITH CUSTOMERS

Check your customer responsiveness by completing these statements
– I last spoke to a customer____days ago.
– I target myself to talk to____customers every month.
– I reply to customers’ letters within 24 hours/5 days/a week.
– I ring customers back within 24 hours/3 days/a week.
– I always/sometimes/never ask customers if they have any complaints or criticisms.
– I always/sometimes/never set targets for improving quality and meet them.
– I always/sometimes/never look out for “little things” that please customers and
supply those benefits. This should help you to understand more about responding to
customers. But you can go further than this: step into the shoes of your customers to
determine how they view you and your organization.
Remember that most customers who have cause to complain say nothing, but may well
take their business elsewhere.
ANTICIPATE CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS

– Know what you would expect if you were a customer.
– Aim to understand the actual customer experience.
– Test this experience by pretending to be a customer.
– Never rest until the faults you uncover have been corrected.
– Form a strategy to keep meeting, and then going beyond, customer expectations.
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4. Keeping it Small
Most managers work in large organizations that, by virtue of
their size, tend to be very inflexible. Whatever the size of your
firm, follow the model that Peters recommends — the small one.

SUBDIVIDING INTO SMALL GROUPS

Peters reverses the long-held view that large companies have superior management
practices. In “a world turned upside down” by social, economic, and technological forces,
the large company needs what comes second nature to the small. That should be easier
than it is, because large companies naturally subdivide into myriads of smaller groups, and
even the biggest of these subdivisions will not have many people. The issue is not one of
size, but whether the group can exploit the advantages of smallness.
THE ADVANTAGES OF SMALLNESS

– Everybody knows everybody else, which makes teamwork easier.
– Action is taken faster because there is no chain of command.
– Communications and sharing of information are much easier.
– People identify more readily with the group and its purposes.
– Everyone can share in decision-making and other so-called “management”
processes.
APPLYING EFFORT

None of these advantages, though, comes about by itself. They all require positive effort,
and there is no reason why that effort cannot be widely applied across the organization.
– Make friends and acquaintances. This is vital, not just for use in your present
organization, but also when you move on. Peters lays great stress on having a filing
system of useful names, which is a vital part of your personal capital.
– Take responsibility when action is delayed or does not take place. Do not sit back and let
it happen. Try to hurry things along to a positive conclusion.
– Keep talking to your colleagues, and listen to what they have to say. If you do not have
the information you need, do not feel you should continue without it. Ask for it.
– Be an enthusiast for the group, its task, and its future.
– Do not be a one-man band or an isolationist. Be sure to involve others in your decisions
and work, and take a close interest in what they decide and do.
– Finally... AIM BIG - BUT THINK SMALL.
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CREATING SKUNKWORKS

You can, to a certain extent, create the atmosphere of one of Peters’ skunkworks.
Skunkworks are usually set up away from the main operation and peopled by teams of
creative and innovative staff who tackle a specific project from start to finish with total
responsibility for its achievement.
To create an effective skunkworks that follows Peters’ principles, adhere to the following
guidelines:
– Recruit new staff with care. Be convinced that they will get on well with the existing
members of the team and that they are experts in specific areas.
– Create heroes by giving people clear opportunities to succeed and applauding their
success.
– Offer members of the team exceptional rewards that are linked mainly to the
exceptional achievements of the group.
– Create a “can-do” culture based on rapid response and continuous training and
development.
– Inside the skunkworks have full and genuine, informal consultations and discussions of
all issues.
– Focus on a clearly defined, shared purpose.
HAVE GREAT AMBITIONS

Taking a flexible approach to your business makes it easier to achieve your ambitions.
Start in a small way and build from there. Peters advises that these “small starts for small
markets” should aim at practical applications. This advice applies in equal measure to small
firms and large. It is a new version of the famous acronym KISS (Keep It Simple, Stupid!)...
KEEP IT SMALL, STUPID!

7

Robert Heller’s Masterclasses

