PREFACE

NASA’S MARS CLIMATE ORBITER SPACECRAFT, a $125 mil-
lion marvel of U.S. technology and engineering, whizzed
toward the red planet at 17,000 miles per hour, exactly as
planned. In the early morning hours of September 30, 1999,
the crew of technical wizards at CalTech’s Jet Propulsion Lab
(JPL), and at other points around the world, waited tensely for
the signals that would tell them it had successfully entered a
stable orbit. They waited. And waited.

Suddenly, the signal from its on-board transmitter faded
and died, and the craft was never heard from again.

Stunned and horrified, the experts worked feverishly
around the clock to figure out what had gone wrong, and tried
to re-establish contact with the craft. After days of careful
testing and analysis, they reluctantly concluded that the ship
had probably approached Mars at an altitude of less than 60
kilometers rather than the 150 kilometers as planned. This
was far too close and the spacecraft likely burned to a cinder
due to friction with the atmosphere.

JPL's management and the top management of NASA
went into crisis mode. A careful investigation revealed that
the engineers who wrote the navigation software for the mis-
sion had been working in separate groups, and had appar-
ently not approached the mission as a whole. Incredibly, one
group had been programming its calculations using metric
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units—kilometers and kilograms—while the other had been
using American-style English units—miles and pounds. Since
a kilometer is about six-tenths of a mile, and a kilogram is
about 2.2 pounds, well...

The director of the Mission Failure Investigation Board
said: "The ... board has identified other significant factors that
allowed this error to be born, and then let it linger and prop-
agate to the point where it resulted in a major error in our
understanding of the spacecraft's path as it approached
Mars." This was code language for a series of organizational
blunders that doomed the orbiter to oblivion.

How could some of the most intelligent human beings on
the planet—as they indeed were—create such a stunningly
unintelligent collective result? Before we condemn the par-
ties involved and impugn their competence, let’s remember
that events like the orbiter loss occur every day in business
organizations, all over the world. Few of them are spectacular
enough to make the world news shows, and the majority
probably don’t cost a hundred million dollars or more, but
collective stupidity—let's be blunt about it—goes on all around
us in the business world.

At a practical level, any person who's ever worked in an
organization for even a modest period of time has witnessed,
probably on a daily basis, its potential for wasting human
intelligence and talent, thwarting the best intentions of well-
motivated people, and even pitting intelligent people
against one another in ways never intended by any of the
parties involved. It's time we stopped overlooking, denying,
rationalizing, and avoiding dealing with organizational dys-
function. We need to face it, look it squarely in the eye,
understand it, and come to terms with its causes.

This book has several objectives:

0 One is to give voice to the frustration felt by count-
less people working in organizations, who see their
energies blocked, squandered, and misused every
day by mindless bureaucracies.

O Another is to plant some seditious ideas in the
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minds of people who work and manage in organiza-
tions.

O A third is to make as many CEOs and other senior
executives as possible permanently uneasy about
their leadership, and permanently conscious of their
moral responsibilities for developing intelligent
enterprises that can cope with their environments.

O And a fourth objective, a personal one, is to get
some things off my chest. I'm going to enjoy saying
some things I've been too polite to say for the past
25 years of my professional life. I've taken to heart a
comment made years ago by the eminent Dr. Peter
Drucker: "There’s no point in hinting around, hoping
people will get what you mean. People don't hear
you when you hint." At my age and stage of career |
have fewer incentives to mince words. | now assert a
claim to a certain privilege of blunt discourse, based
on personal experiences.

This book is an intellectual whack on the head. I shall
make very little effort to spare the feelings of those who
might feel singled out, if they see themselves mirrored in the
syndromes of organizational craziness and failure that I will
describe. Some names should be named, at least the names
of some enterprises that deserve an intellectual spanking.

That said, I must add that I'm not really interested in
organizational stupidity. I'm interested in organizational intelli-
gence: what it is, how we can know it when we see it, and how
we can nurture, defend, and develop it. The fact that collec-
tive stupidity is more widespread than collective intelligence
is less relevant than the fact that collective intelligence can
and does exist.

We can capitalize on a wealth of stories, examples, expe-
riences, and contributions by many of the leading thinkers of
the business world. I believe we can indeed define organiza-
tional intelligence in a reasonably competent way, and I
believe we can identify the kinds of conditions necessary to
its development.
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We really can’t afford not to do so. A review of the past
century of business performance indicates that the average
life span of a Fortune 500 company is between forty and fifty
years. The average life of all incorporated businesses is esti-
mated at less than fifteen years. A business, once it navigates
its survival phase, is not guaranteed eternal life. Firms that
have survived 100, 200, and 300 years or more show us that
longevity is possible, but not assured. The legacy of the “bot-
tom line,” with its mantras of return on capital, is more close-
ly correlated with short-term survival than with a long and
healthy life. We are coming to the understanding that enter-
prises that survive and thrive over the long run are not one-
dimensional cash machines, but living, growing, evolving cul-
tures of people and performance. In short, they are intelli-
gent enterprises.
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