Organisational Tsunamis

Who can forget the devastating magnitude-nine earthquake off the Pacific coast of Japan
on Friday the 11th of March, 2011? I was sitting in an airport lounge about to board a
flight back home when I saw the news on the television station. The earthquakes
epicentre was about seventy kilometres east of the Oshika Peninsula of Tōhoku. Its
hypocenter was located at an underwater depth of around thirty-two kilometres. It
moved Honshu two-point-four metres east and shifted earth on its axis by an estimated
ten to twenty-five centimetres. The energy released by this earthquake was equivalent
to the amount needed to power Los Angeles for a year. The powerful tsunami waves it
produced were as high as forty metres, killing thousands of people as entire towns were
destroyed.
A similar event unfolds daily within many companies around the world. Organisational
earthquakes cause mini tsunamis to wreak havoc on people and processes. These
earthquakes, more commonly referred to as the ninth organisational waste (managerial
variability), have a devastating impact on the prosperity of a workplace. This vulgar
waste emerges like a looming boil from the decision making of the self-centred leader.
Their attention is fixated on pursuing two interests: making a name for themselves
(offensive measures) and protecting ‘their patch’ (defensive measures). Their decisions
have a tsunami-like impact on the landscape where people and processes reside, causing
mass frustration and angst. Continuity of purpose and process predictability is tossed
aside like dirty dishwater. Workplace stability is seen as a deterrent to the short-term
objective of fulfilling an agenda or getting your foot on the next step on the ladder of
corporate progression.

Offensive tactics focus on making sure you force your own thinking upon people and
processes you have been put in charge of. Personalities end up dictating the course of
organisational resources rather than customer expectations. Although it’s vital that
leaders articulate what they stand for, it’s even more critical that they create an
environment for the team to define and consolidate what they collectively stand for as a
group. Offensive behaviours are most often characterised by an inflated ego,
unwillingness to delegate, lack of trust, and raw selfishness.
Defensive tactics focus on making sure your local problems always remain hidden. This
is guaranteed through the subtle manipulations of reports, smooth, avoidant language,
and rapid ‘Band-Aiding.’ The goal is to make sure backyard problems will never surface
to an organisational level where they can be scrutinised by others. Such behaviours are
often the result of a culture that stigmatises failure, where problems are not seen as
opportunities to improve but rather as a reflection of personal inadequacy.
The impact of ‘managerial variability’ can be more severe within industries that
regularly encounter a shortage of labour and portability of skills. Some leaders in these
environments may enter their new role with the overriding objective of expressing
themselves rather than allowing the team to do so through creative improvements in
the workplace.
Lean thinking requires predictability in managerial decision-making. This allows the
team to predict behaviour. It ensures a sense of security, where the team can quit
looking over their shoulder, worrying about the consequences of bringing problems to
the surface. Their focus is instead on highlighting problems and solving them
permanently.
“The signature of mediocrity is chronic inconsistency.”
James Collins

