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Often managers spot a chance to do something valuable for their company, but for some
reason, they cannot get started. Even if they begin the project, they give up when they see
the first big hurdle. The inability to take purposeful action seems to be pervasive across
companies. Managers tend to ignore or postpone dealing with crucial issues which
require reflection, systematic planning, creative thinking, and above all, time. Instead,
most managers are happy dealing with operational activities that require more
immediate attention. Daily routines, superficial behaviors, poorly prioritized or
unfocused tasks make unproductive busyness the most critical behavioral problem in
large companies. This fascinating book is about how to promote purposeful action in
organizations. This book, the least by Sumantra Ghoshal, before his untimely death is a
must read for all middle level and senior managers.

Energy & Focus

People who exhibit purpossful action possess two critical traits energy and focus.
Energy implies a high levd of persond involvement and effort.  Purposeful action, is
sdf-generated, engaged, and sdf-driven behavior. Purposeful action dso requires focus.
It requires discipline to resst digtraction, overcome problems, and perss in the face of
unanticipated setbacks. In other words, purposeful action is different from impulsve
behavior. It involves thought, andys's, and planning.

The authors identify four kinds of managerid behavior, according to the levels of energy
and focus that managers display.

z# The Frenzied: They are highly energetic but very unfocused and gppear to others
asfrenzied, desperate, and hasty.

## The Procrastinators. They postpone the work that redly matters to the
organization because they lack both energy and focus. They often fed insecure
and fear falure.

z# The Detached: They are disengaged or detached from their work atogether. They
are focused but lack energy and often seem aoof, tense, and apathetic.

%5 The Purposeful: They get the job done. They are highly focused and energetic
and come across as reflective and cam, amidst chaos.

Organizations must be particularly wary of the frenzied managers who are busy people,
often highly motivated and wel intentioned. They are enthusagtic about their work and,
identify strongly with their jobs. But because of lack of reflection and focus, they end up
achieving little



Continud, unreflective activity is codly for the individud. Because these managers
identify so strongly with their jobs, they tend to get frudrated or hurt more essly when
confronted with setbacks, criticism, or mediocre performance.

Frenzied managers dso act in extremdy shortsighted ways. As they do not take time to
reflect, they typicaly ded with immediate problems while neglecting long-term issues.
They underetimate the time needed to implement a drategy. They begin activities
without andlyzing the risks and long-term implications.

Motivation and Willpower

The athors draw an important diginction between motivation and will power.
Moativation might suffice in heping managers sustain organizationa routines. But the
more important  tasks are usudly complex and require credtivity and innovation. When
deding with ambitious goas, high uncertainty and extreme opposition, managers have to
rely on adifferent force, the power of their will.

Willpower goes beyond motivetion. It enables managers to execute disciplined action,
even when they are didnclined to do something, uninspired by the work, or tempted by
other opportunities.  Willpower gives managers an insatiable need to produce results.
They can overcome barriers, ded with setbacks, and persevere to the end. Willful
managers resolve to achieve their intention, no matter what.

Every manager is capable of engaging willpower.  Willpower is nether limited to a
certan st of persondity traits, nor to a person's paticular work gStuation.  Willpower
flourishes when people develop a cear menta picture of ther intention, make a
conscious choice to pursue that intention, and develop drategies for protecting their
intention againg digtractions, boredom, or frutration.

Rather than smply motivate their people, leaders must create a desre for action without
encouraging superficidity. Leaders mud ignite people€'s dreams while preventing them
from making hasty promises. Leaders must make commitment more difficult ingead of
trying to get quick buy-ins. They must force their people to consder conflicts, doubts,
axidties, and ambivdence. They must discuss the difficulties, rather than pant rosy
pictures of the necessary tasks.

Willful leedership is not essy or intuitive But as the authors emphesse it is more
effective and ultimately less risky than just motivating managers and counting on ther
halfhearted acceptance. Moreover, leadership that activates people’'s willpower involves
more than smply influencing others persondly. Leaders must dso creste an
organizationa context that does not suppress peopl€'s inner drive and, ingstead, gives it a
reason to flourish — and some space in which to do so.

Energy and Focus

Energy is vigor fuded by intense persond commitment and involvement. Managers do
many things, but they put energy only into those projects that mean something to them



persondly. Energy dso implies that managers take proactive action and initiative.  Ther
need to act comes from within. Energy is what makes managers put in exceptiond efforts
when tackling heavy workloads or responding to tight deadlines.

Focus is essentidly energy channded toward a specific outcome.  Focused managers can
concentrate even amid the many didractions that flare up every day. Instead of merdy
reecting to developments as they aise, or meeting routine requirements, focused
managers are goa oriented. They are clear about what they are driving for. Focused
managers channd dl activities toward achieving the desred god. That means taking the
time to reflect regularly on on€'s own behavior, and being willing and able to choose
what one does and does not do each day. Focused behavior does not emerge by chance.
Focus requires persond discipline. That means protecting onesdlf againg the usud noise
of everyday demands that will inevitably tug at his attention and emotions.

The authors point out some pitfals associated with a high level of focus. Determination
can degenerate into subbornness. Focused managers can become blind to the
consequences of their own actions — and insengtive b others gods. Too much focus —
without a high levd of energy to bdance it — can lead to inflexibility, narow
mindedness, or mentd inetia It can dso harm people. Managers redly focused on
paticular gods but lacking the energy to pursue them are candidates for burnout.
Notwithstanding these pitfalls, the fact remains that without focus, little can be achieved.

Mar shaling Ener gy and Developing Focus

Executives who have high energy leves find a dear, ambitious god that they fed
confident about achieving. They then activdly manage their emations relating to the tasks
needed to achieve that god. This involves both diminaing counterproductive behavior
and reinforcing pogitive task-related behaviors.

Focus begins when managers smplify their god or intention into a vivid menta picture.
The clearer and more vivid the picture, the stronger their passon and personad attachment
to the god. Crafting a vivid mentd image and a modd for action, however, will not
done mantan the sedy focus needed for purposeful action-taking. Managers must adso
develop the courage to commit to thelr intention.

Ultimately, managers who want to cultivete a bias for action must take full responghbility
for the intentions or gods. Without this kind of persond commitment, they will essly go
astray or else blame others for setbacks.

Moving Beyond M otivation to Willpower
Willpower enables managers to act in a disciplined way even in sStuations when they fed
unmotivated or fed tempted by aternative opportunities.

Willpower manifests itsdf in three ways. Fird, it feds easy to begin taking action toward
the objective.  We know what we want, and we do not need further information or
externa stimuli to get Sarted.



All our attention, energy, and preferences will focus on our intention. We will congtantly
look for information thet will help us redlize it, block out contradictory information and
will not fed distracted by routine disruptions — or tempted by aternative opportunities.

We will respond in new ways to obstacles. In the face of negative feedback, lack of
interest from (top) management, resstance from colleagues, or any of the other
impediments to purposeful  actionrteking, our effot and commitment increaese.
Abandoning our task will smply not fed like an option.

We can have no free will, no valition. Making a red choice involves weighing options,
becoming aware of the pros and cons of our intention versus dternative options. That
means resolving al our doubts and conflicts.

Managers who summon their willpower and decide to go ahead with the action, share
some common experiences.  Firdt, they discover their degpedt, innermost fedlings about
their gods. Second, their thoughts about their goas assume a new clarity. They become
confident of achieving their objectives  Third, they dign ther emactions and thoughts
with their gods.

Aligning gods and emoations can chalenge even a seasoned manager. But people can
dign therr thoughts and emotions by relying on one or more of three dtrategies. The firgt
drategy attempts to srengthen gods primarily through harnessng emotions that support
those gods. The second drategy is to manage emotiona impulses that might hinder the
pursuit of those gods. A third draegy is achieving the state of flow, when a person’'s
rational goals and emations naturaly overlap, or flow, concurrently.

The Three Traps of Nonaction

The firg is the trgp of overwheming demands. Day-to-day jobs are so absorbing that
many managers have difficulties reflecting on ther gods, asking themsdves what redly
matters and making sure that they make certain things happen. As a result they do not
take willful action but reman busy doing many things that actudly do not meke a
dggnificant difference.  Managers who fal into this trap take demand for granted and
amply respond to them, rardly questioning whether they actudly make sense or whether
one could reshape them.

Purposeful action-tekers ded very differently with demands than their busy colleagues
do. They do no respond to any request that gets thrown a them. They manage their
demands by

%5 developing an explicit persond agenda

%5 practicing dow management

%< Sructuring contact time

%5 shaping demands and managing expectations.



Managers who complain about having too little time often thrive on the sense of
importance that their busyness generates. They enjoy being a the center of frantic
activity where people continudly ask them for help, information, or advice. If they were
honest, then they would redly not want more time — especidly time to reflect.

The second is the trgp of unbearable condraints.  Many managers fed squeezed in by
rules, regulations, or budget redrictions and believe that they have no space for
autonomous action.  While these condraints may be red, they are not as unsurmountable
as managers make them out to be. To unshackle themsdves from this trap, purpossful
action-takers adopt strategies like these:

225 Mapping relevant congraints

%5 Accepting trade-offs

% Selectively breaking rules

%< Tolerdting conflicts and ambiguity.

The third trap of nonaction is unexplored choicess Many managers concentrate on
immediate needs and requirements. They do not perceve or exploit ther freedom to
make choices about what they would do and how they would do it.

Unleashing Organizational Energy for Collective Action

It is useful to dassfy organizations in terms of two characteridics intengty and qudlity
of energy. Organizationd energy can be postive (eg., enthusasm, joy, satisfaction) and
negetive (eg., fear, frudration, sorrow). Intengty refers to the strength of organizationa
enagy as seen in the levd of activity, the amount of interaction, and the extent of
detness and emotiond excitement. The intersection of intendgty and qudity determines
an organization's energy State, which usudly fals into one of four categories. the comfort
zone, the resignation zone, the corrosion zone, and the productive zone.

Comfort Zone

Corporations that have succeeded for long periods in a redivey dable environment
often settle into the comfort zone. Characterized by week but favored emotions such as
cdm and contentedness, they lack the internd vitdity, dertness, and emotiond tension
necessay for initiating bold, new drategic initigtives. Over time, these companies
become inert. Podtive feedback and other signals of success lead them to perceive
themsdves as doing wdl. So they only incrementdly drengthen their higtoricaly
successftul management systems.  But, when the environment changes sgnificantly, these
companies become victims of the comfort trgp, unable to muster the required energy for
bold, radica change.

Resignation zone

Companies in the resgnaion zone have the same low-energy intendty as those in the
comfort zone. But these people find themsdves in the grip of weak emotions, such as
frusration and dissppointment. Typicdly, they auffer from low leves of emotiond
commitment, dertness, and effort.  Pergstent mediocrity makes people lose their



confidence in deding with problems or chdlenges Beieving that nothing they can do
would make any difference, they passvely resgn themsdves to ther fate. Unlike
companies in the comfort zone, whose inetia sems from the belief that they have found
the ultimate success formula, companies in the resgnation zone believe that they are
amply not good enough to succeed. Threats or sgnificant problems only reinforce the
negative spird of hopelessness.

Corrosion Zone

Companies in the corroson zone show a high degree of energy, intense leves of activity
and emotiond involvement. They draw that intendty from strong emotions, such as
anger, fear, or hae. The interplay of high energy and destructive responses is one of the
most debilitating energy states in which a company can find itsdf. With much of the
company’s energy dedicated to internd conflicts, rumors, micropolitics, or other
degtructive activities, the effort needed to cope with fear, suspicion, and rivary drains
people svitdity and saming, leaving little left for productive work.

Productive Zone

Unlike companies in the corrosive, resgnation and comfort zones, those in the productive
zone display high emotiond tenson, detness, and activity. Employees work with a
sense of urgency, driven by enthusiasm, postive excitement, joy, and pride in their work
raher than anger, fear, or internd rivdry. Typicdly, these companies drive for
chdlenges that surpass the routine, the obvious, and the normd. While low-energy
companies look for standardization and inditutiondization, avoiding surprises and risks
whenever possible, companies in the productive zone thrive on surprises, the excitement
of the unknown, and novel opportunities. A sense of urgency and adertness, dlows them
to process information and mobilize resources repidly.  Inevitably, these organizations
dso have leaders who direct their people toward shared purposes, channding the
company’s potentid by digning its collective perception, emotions, and activities to
pursue business-critica activities

Pogdtive energy is essentid for driving corporate performance. But the energy must be
managed with ingght and wisdom. Otherwise, it can degenerate into severe pathologies.
The greatest danger is fdling into the accderdion trgp. Seeing what companies can
achieve in dretching phases of intensve energy, some CEOs assume that the exceptiond
can become the routine.  They drive ther organizations hard dl the time. This effort to
achieve a date of permanent accderatiion ultimately leads to organizational burnout. The
company and its people smply become exhausted, deding with one mgor change
initiative after another, without finding time for organizationd regeneration or recovery.

Slaying the dragon and Winning the princess

Companies that achieve truly radicd change have leaders who adopt one of three
goproaches for focusng the energy of ther organizations and moving them into the
productive zone. Some adopt the daying-the-dragon dtrategy, driving their people out of
the comfort zone by focusing their emotion, attention, and action on a crisis or a threat to
overcome. Others pursue a winning-the princess drategy, moving their organizations
into the productive zone by building peopleés enthusasm for redizing a specific,



motivating dream. In rare cases, companies adopt a third dsrategy of combining the first
two. Companies without either a dragon to kill or a princess to win inevitably fdl into
one of the energy trgps. They gradudly decline to mediocrity and eventudly face a full-
blown crigs.

Saying the dragon requires high-energy, brave, and commanding leadership. This
draegy rdies on mobilizing often intolerable emotions and channdisng them into
productive energy for short-term problem solving. One danger in daying the dragon is
that, when the perceived threat subsides, complacence might return. Believing that they
have fought and won a hard battle, people and the organization want to rest and relax for
awhile. Too often, they then fal adeep.

In the winning-the-princess drategy, leaders create a vison for the future, for example, a
new product, a new market, or a new acquigtion. In the process, they unleash
organizationd energy. This drategy works particularly well for moving companies from
the resgnation zone into the productive zone. But winning the princess is often less
effective for reenergizing companies in the comfort zone, snce such companies usudly
require a perceved threat (rather than a dedred vidon) to jolt them from ther
complacency.

Winning the princess needs gentle, inspiring, and empathic leaders who can unleash
passon. It needs leaders who can creste an environment of curiosty, excitement, and
ownership. Winning the princess focuses on unleashing and leveraging energy in pursuit
of a joint vison for the future but can detract needed atention from short-term problems
such as efficiency and productivity.

As the authors point out, an ided drategy would combine the immediacy, decisveness,
and discipline of daying the dragon with the light-heartedness, joy, and pride of winning
the princess. In practice, however, leaders find it difficult to combine a top-down,
planned drategy focused on survivd needs with the experimentation, credtivity, and
playfulness of pursuing a long-term vison. Indeed, the contradictions and ambiguities
inherent in such an gpproach can lead to the worst of both worlds, in which neither form
of energy mobilization actualy works.

The only effective way to combine daying the dragon with winning the princess is to
creste a long-term vidon tha inevitably requires deding with short-term thrests and
problems.

While a few chief executives can indeed create both princesses and dragons, most cannot.
A company dands a redively better chance of success when its drategy for mohilizing
energy matches its leader’s intrindc style. Saying the dragon requires a command-and-
control-gyle leader: brave, disciplined, and uncompromising. Winning the princess, on
the other hand, cdlls for aleader who has an encouraging, empathic, and cheerful style.

Saying the dragon is esder to implement and more effective for unleashing energy in
companies caught in the comfort zone. The date of rdative satisfaction in such



companies hinders creating excitement and sudtaindble energy by cdling for a better
future. Companies trapped in the resgnation zone, on the other hand, dready perceive a
discrepancy between the red and the ided. Winning the princess is more likey to
transform latent desire into productive energy.

M obilising will power

People engage their willpower only when they think that they have persond control over
ther gdtuations They mus bdieve that they have discretion in terms of, for example,
decisons on their work goas, content, and processes. They must perceive a sense of
autonomy, of being able to choose and decide, of being in charge. Essentidly, they must
have a sense of persond ownership of their specific work domain.

Ganering willpower is a very persond, amog intimate process. There are Sx drategies
that leaders can use to hep managers unleash that force and engage the power of
volitiond commitment.

Strategy 1: Help managers visualize their intention

Managers often have trouble committing themsdves because they have only a vague idea
of what they wish to accomplish. To build commitment, managers must have a cdear and
vivid picture of what they wish to achieve. They must visudize not only ther intention
but aso the process of enacting their intention.

Strategy 2: Prepare managers for obstacles

To engage managers in a paticular assgnment, most leaders paint as rosy a picture as
possble, downplaying potentid obdacles and risks and highlighting the potentia
payoffs  Much of the supeficdity in organizations arises from this attitude. Leaders
who foder degp commitments in their managers must ensure that they fully understand
the potential cogts and benefits of an engagement before they commiit to it.

Strategy 3: Encourage managers to confront their ambivalence

A leader mugt force managers to confront their ambivalence before deciding to engage in
a project. True commitment requires that managers confront their emotions and reflect
on whether they can persondly stand with their heed and heart behind an intention. To
unleash such commitment, people must be encouraged to ask themsdves, “Does this
project fed right to me?” and “Do | redly want it?’

Strategy 4: Develop a climate of choice

Most managers have limited opportunities to exercise choice and, therefore, dim chances
for developing ther will. To create managers who act from their persona willpower, top
management must offer them choices, make them perceive and develop the courage to
use those choices — and then gep back. Top management must find new ways to support
the action of managers while not defining and determining what they do.



Strategy 5: Build a self-regulating system

The flip dde of choice is discipline. If managers have the right to choose, they must dso
have the discipline to stop and rectify a wrong choice. Indeed, one fundamenta problem
with willpower is that it can blind people, making disengagement extremey difficult and
panful. Volitiond commitments must a some time or another end after the intention
proves to be undesirable, undoable, or smply done.

Strategy 6: Create a desire for the sea

A leader must create in managers the capacity to dream. Many managers are prisoners of
routines.  They find it difficult to visudize an exciting future and the opportunities thet
may lie there. Others may dream but kill those dreams immediately because they cannot
imagine sepping outside their daily habits.

To engage willpower, managers must not only have the freedom to act but dso fed that
they have it. Leaders must provide managers that space and freedom in which to act and
convince ther managers to use that freedom. Managers must be given difficult and
dretching tasks. Easy problems do not seduce or excite people. They activate neither the
intellectud nor the emationa levers of willpower cregtion. Difficult chdlenges do. Gods
or objectives must be persondly meaningful to managers. As the authors point out, gods
such as “maximizing shareholders vaue® can never lead to volitiond action. To insire
managers, a “dedre for the sea’ can't be abstract or mundane. Leaders must make the
chdlenge meaningful and emationdly captivating.

Should leaders build their people's commitment to the company overdl, or to specific
projects or goals? The authors fed that broad loydty to an organizaion is incressngly
difficult to achieve and susan. Beddes such generd commitment, even if achieved,
does not necessarily lead to purposeful action on specific tasks. A diffused sense of
organizational loydty often crestes a taken-for-granted kind of reationship between
managers and the company that actudly dulls the edge of execution. The best way
leaders can build effective organizationd commitment, is through a bottomrup style that
emphasizes the persond ownership of and commitment to specific initiatives and goals.



