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Lawler and Worley: Management Reset 
BY DAVID CREELMAN 
 
Ed Lawler and Chris Worley have a new book, one I helped them with, called Management 
Reset: Organizing for Sustainable Effectiveness. In it they argue there have been two big 
resets in management in the past hundred-plus years. The first was the adoption of the 
command and control industrial model that remains popular to this day (often thought of as 
Theory X). The other was the discovery of high involvement management such as at 
Hewlett Packard in its heyday, and more recently Zappos (an approach aligned with 
Theory Y). But neither command and control nor high involvement will lead to sustainable 
success in the future; I asked Ed and Chris why. 
 
 
All your previous work was about various ways to improve management practices, 
now you are calling for a much more dramatic change in how we manage 
organizations. Why is that? 
 
CW: We believe the forces working on organizations have changed such that the old ways 
of organizing just won't be good enough to sustain success. The forces that have 
traditionally been pushing organizations to be more agile like technological change, 
globalization and changes in the workforce, are getting stronger. At the same time 
organizations are dealing with forces demanding they provide socially and environmentally 
good outcomes, as well as good financial results. The existing ways of thinking about 
organizations, which are based on management structures that favour stability and 
governance structures that favour short-term financial performance, are not up to the 
task—that's why we are calling for a reset. 
 
EL: On a more upbeat note, it's not only about new pressures on organizations; there are  
new capabilities we should be taking advantage of, such as a highly educated workforce, 
mobile working, and information technology. If social networking can help overthrow the 
government of Egypt maybe we should be using it for something in organizations. 
 
In Management Reset you spend a lot of time talking about governance. Why is 
that? 
 
EL: In most organizations things start from the top and that's heavily influenced by 
governance. The rules around governance vary by country, but most organizations can 
make decisions about membership of the board and its mandate. In the book, we've 
argued strongly for a membership that is balanced in terms of interests and expertise. 
Traditional organizations have been focused on financials, and boards have relied heavily 
on a rather narrow pool of former CEOs. These people can tell you how they did it in the 
past, but not necessarily how to achieve the new triple-bottom-line goals of people, planet, 
and profit in a highly dynamic environment. 
 
CW: Boards need stakeholders who can reflect the interests of the community, employees, 
and the environment. That change in membership is a big one because it means that the 



 
 

 

conversations will be different. We also argue pretty strongly that there has to be HR 
expertise on the board to provide insight on how we manage talent. 
 
EL: The governance issues start at the board level and continue right down the 
organization. We need to think about flatter organizations and work that is organized 
around projects, not jobs. Leadership will be more distributed, where anyone can play a 
leadership role based on their expertise in relation to the task at hand.  
 
How will working in this new style of organization feel different to managers? 
 
CW: It's going to feel like the job has become more complex because you will be asked to 
deliver on multiple objectives. You need to get the work done in a way that is socially 
responsible and considers the environment as well as achieving all the traditional financial 
goals. 
 
EL: It may also feel more ambiguous in terms of how you get things done, especially if you 
come from a command and control environment. Management will be less top-down and 
your skills at influencing, rather than raw authority, will matter a lot. 
 
Are there any existing organizations that reflect the features you expect to see as a 
result of the management reset? 
 
CW: In term of driving performance on a triple bottom line, Nokia has been excellent. They 
are rated highly on the Dow Jones sustainability index, and the Davos World Economic 
Forum consistently lists them in the top five of responsible firms. 
 
EL: We have our fingers crossed that Apple doesn't blow them out of the water; but recent 
strategic decisions about mobile operating systems aside, there is no question that they 
are a company that has done well while at the same time being responsible. 
 
CW: We also like Netflix, especially on social and HR issues. They have a positive 
relationship with a high-performing workforce, but it is not in the paternalistic style 
characteristic of the high-involvement model. The employee value proposition is very much 
based on a mutual recognition that they need certain skills and will pay very well for those 
skills, but if things change then you'll get a good severance and the separation will be 
handled in a respectful way. 
 
What do you suggest managers do now? 
 
CW: There is a way of organizing that can produce the outcome of achieving the triple 
bottom line while being highly adaptable. That's the point of the book. We want people to 
think about what changes they can make in leadership style, how they organize work, and 
the way they structure the organization that gets the organization moving towards a more 
sustainable operation. It won't happen overnight and there is no particular silver bullet, but 
I hope that after reading the book people will see there are three to five things their 
organization can do to move in this direction. 
 
EL: Let me add that it's a long trip so you'd better get started 
 



 
 

 

CW: The good news is that there will not be a lot of resistance in the workforce. A lot of 
people will be surprised at the support they get as they go down this path. People get 
really excited by the new model.  
 
At Nokia the new CEO asked employees what needed to be fixed, what needed to stop, 
and what not to change. At the top of the list of things not to change was being a company 
that does good. When employees are fully supportive of moving to a new model, getting 
there will be a lot easier. 
 
David Creelman writes and speaks on human capital management 
(www.creelmanresearch.com).  His most recent work with Andrew Lambert studies boards 
and HR; ask about that by emailing dcreelman@creelmanresearch.com  
 


