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Introduction – Why Do We Need a Paradigm Shift?
As the number of organizations adopting agile methods increases, 
it is becoming increasingly apparent that agile is not just about 
changing the development approach. For sustainable success, 
management needs to change as well.

There are several factors which separate the organizations that 
have sustainable success with agile from those where agile fizzles 
out after a year or so:

In successful agile organizations, agile has support from all 
levels of management. By holding up a mirror to your organi-
zation, agile methods help you to see where there is room 
for optimization. For example, incentives are often in conflict 
or at least not completely aligned with product success (e.g. 
dependent on on-time, within budget delivery rather than 
maximum customer satisfaction). Removing such impedi-
ments requires support from management.

Furthermore, much 21st century work is fundamentally dif-
ferent from the mass production that characterized the 20th 
century. Taylorism, exemplified by a hierarchical bureaucracy 
staffed by managers who command and control the work 
force, was perhaps appropriate in its time. In the 21st century 
knowledge workers use their creativity to build innovative solu-
tions that are the engine of their organizations’ competitive 
advantage. This requires a different management paradigm.

The recent Stoos Gathering started to consider these and other 
related topics and issued the following communiqué:

“Reflecting on leadership in organizations today, we find 
ourselves in a bit of a mess. We see reliance on linear, mecha-
nistic thinking, companies focusing more on stock price than 
delighting customers, and knowledge workers whose voices 
are ignored by the bosses who direct them. All these factors 
are reflected in the current economic crisis, increased ineq-

uity, bankruptcies and widespread disillusionment.

There has to be a better way.

In January 2012, a diverse group of twenty-one people, in-
cluding senior executives, business strategists, managers, 
academics, and lean/agile development practitioners from 
four continents, met in Stoos1, Switzerland. We believe that we 
uncovered some of the common characteristics of that better 
way. For example, that organizations can become learning 
networks of individuals creating value and that the role of 
leaders should include the stewardship of the living rather 
than the management of the machine.

Most importantly, we committed to continue our work, both 
in-person and online. A problem this size will require many 
minds and hearts. We’d love to hear your voice and your ex-
perience. Help move the conversation forward by joining our 
LinkedIn Group2 and on twitter with hashtag #stoos.

Let’s start the transformation before it’s too late.”

Radical ManagementSM (described by Stephen Denning in his book 
The Leader’s Guide to Radical Management (Denning, 2010)) 
provides one concrete interpretation of this vision (although it 
predates the Stoos movement). In this article, we describe Radical 
Management, and show how it provides a compelling approach for 
many organizations, not just for software development companies. 

What is Radical ManagementSM?
Radical Management covers a set of principles or shifts. None 
of them is new, but when pursued in combination they enable a 
sustainable change towards an organization that is more produc-

1 http://www.scrum-breakfast.com/2012/01/invitation-to-cool-event-
later-known-as.html

2 http://linkd.in/stoosnetwork
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tive, more innovative and more satisfying, both for the people 
inside the organization as well as for the organization’s customers.

Shift 1. One company goal: delighting customers
Customers are gaining more and more power. Organizations com-
peting for their custom no longer define the market and its agenda. 
Customers have better access to information and communicate 
with each other all over the globe. In addition, customers don’t 
necessarily know their needs. 

As a result, what is needed is not just to address customer needs 
and focus on them. It is much more: the whole organization needs 
to orient towards one common goal: delivering value to customers 
sooner. This was emphasized by Peter Drucker when he wrote as 
early as 1973 (Drucker, 1973): “There is only one valid definition 
of business purpose: to create a customer.“

The shift involves going from delivering shareholder or stakeholder 
value to delivering customer value and comprises every individual 
of the organization. Just stating it in the organization’s mission 
statement or defining it as a goal for CEOs isn’t enough. This shift 
needs to be implemented at all operational levels.

Shift 2. Managers: from controller to enabler
Traditional management approaches aiming at consistently per-
forming with high efficiency are no longer sufficient. It is not the 
bosses anymore who know best how work needs to be performed. 
In today’s world it is knowledge workers and experts who need to 
understand and address customer needs and find new solutions 
for them. 

To be able to do this, they need to be empowered. Hence the role of 
managers needs to shift from controlling to enabling these teams 
of experts in their daily work. Enabling and empowering means 
managers need to facilitate collaboration and remove impediments 
that are hindering the work, so that high levels of productivity, 

creativity and resulting innovation can be achieved. This also 
results in the activation of higher levels of energy and passion of 

workers and the emergence of flow as described by 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).

Shift 3. Coordination: from hierarchical bureau-
cracy to dynamic linking
Hierarchical bureaucracy is needed when scalabil-
ity – doing more of the same work more efficiently, 
without variance – is the highest priority. Rules, plans 
and processes are the focus. Progress is measured 
and failure punished. In today’s world knowledge 
workers’ morale is undermined by such approaches, 
which are highly demotivating and inhibit innovation. 
In addition, this ‘old-fashioned’ way of working does 
not enable organizations to react quickly enough in a 
constantly changing environment with well-informed 
customers.

The work to delight customers should be performed 
by enabled, autonomous teams; a discipline called 
dynamic linking must be installed. Work is done in 
short cycles, goals are set by management based 
on what is known about customer needs, decisions 
on how to achieve those goals are made by those 

performing the work, and results are assessed through customer 
feedback. In the software industry this is achieved by implement-
ing agile methods such as Scrum or Kanban.

This resonates with Dee Hock’s chaordic systems which he de-
scribed as early as 1993 (Hock, 1995) for systems which are 
both chaotic and ordered: “By Chaord, I mean any self–organizing, 
adaptive, non-linear, complex system, whether physical, biological, 
or social, the behavior of which exhibits characteristics of both 
order and chaos or, loosely translated to business terminology, 
cooperation and competition.“ 

Shift 4. From value to values
There needs to be a shift from a focus on shareholder value to 
values that enable innovation, learning and sustainable growth.

Focussing on shareholder value alone is no longer an appropriate 
means to achieving long-term organizational success. Accordingly, 
a shift away from bonus systems for employees and quarterly 
or yearly budget planning (for example as described by Bjarte 
Bogsnes in his book “Implementing Beyond Budgeting. Unlocking 
the Performance Potential” (Bogsnes, 2008)) has to take place. 
The focus should move towards values which enable flexibility 
in a competitive world through innovation, intrinsic motivation, 
reliable relationships with customers and installing a radiant cul-
ture of customer delight, incorporating transparency, continuous 
improvement and trust.

Shift 5. Communication: from command to conversation
Finally, communication needs to move from command to coop-
eration and conversation for joint problem solving and for the 
generation of new insights.
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Insight, innovation, customer delight and enabled teams cannot be 
commanded. It has to be a joint effort between management and 
knowledge workers. Managers are no longer required to tell people 
what to do in a top-down way. Instead they should work transpar-
ently within the organization in an adult way and communicate 
in an open manner to best enable teams and delight customers. 

In practice, this means that managers at all levels should spend 
less time on preparing and consuming status reports and more 
time on talking to teams (e.g., at Sprint reviews), and simply being 
where the value generation takes place.

Conclusion
Radical ManagementSM integrates the ideas of many thinkers 
and proposes a way of shifting towards sustainably successful 
organizations that delight their customers.

None of the principles and shifts can work when implemented on 
their own. They are interlocked and each one of them is equally 
important – radical managementSM is more than just a set of new 
management tools.

What can we expect if radical managementSM is introduced?

In organizations that successfully make the transition to radical 
managementSM we can expect:

 ■ Increased customer delight. By recommending products or 
services to others, delighted customers can effectively act 
as an unpaid marketing department.

 ■ More motivated staff who are empowered to create prod-
ucts that they believe in, and are as a result more produc-
tive than a less motivated workforce.

 ■ Most importantly we can expect more profit. One of the 
most successful approaches for generating customer 
delight is to deliver less, faster. So costs can actually come 
down. Delighted customers are prepared to pay a premium. 
Combining these two factors means that we can leverage 
customer delight to generate more profit.

Crucially, we expect these positive results to be sustainable. This 
is in direct contrast to organizations that continue to focus on 
short-term goals such as maximizing shareholder value.
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