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work
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management30.com/work-expo
Management 3.0 Workout © 2014 Jurgen Appelo
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The very purpose of 
existence is to reconcile 
the glowing opinion we 
have of ourselves with 

the appalling things 
that other people think 

about us.
Quentin Crisp,
English writer

(1908–1999)

every business should start 
with one question—“why?” 
why do people decide to 
work together? An effective 
way to get this question 
answered is by creating an 
exposition of your work. 
Find stories that explain 
what you’re doing and why, 
and visualize these stories 
with pictures, videos, and 
artifacts.
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When the young Zhang Ruimin in China was appointed as manag-
ing director of the Haier refrigerator factory in 1984, it didn’t look 
like the kind of job anyone else would envy. The company was in 
serious debt. It produced a mere eighty refrigerators per month, 
and the quality of those was very poor. Then, on a good day in 1985, 
a customer came in and brought his broken refrigerator with him. 
As Mr. Zhang and the client went through the machines in stock, 
looking for a replacement, they discovered that a staggering one-
fifth of the machines had failures. Mr. Zhang, a fervent reader of 
modern management techniques, decided to make a point by show-
ing his employees how important he thought quality was. He lined 
up the broken refrigerators (each of which was very expensive in 
those days) and handed out sledgehammers to the workers. He 
said, “Destroy them! If we pass these 76 refrigerators for sale, we’ll 
be continuing a mistake that has all but bankrupted our company.” 
[Jinsheng Yi and Xian Ye, The Haier Way pag:23] Reluctant at first 
because the machines were worth more than two years of wages, the 
factory workers finally destroyed the machines, and, in order not to 
forget how important quality had become for them, they put one of 
the sledgehammers on display at the company museum.  Thirty 
years later, the story is still known all over China. With a market 
share of close to eight percent, Haier became the biggest producer 
of major household appliances in the world in 2011.

At the time of writing this chapter, Mr. Zhang still leads the com-
pany. And he is still on the lookout for new and better ways of man-
agement. I feel proud and honored that he wrote the foreword for the 
Chinese translation of my first book, Management 3.0.



130 Business Purpose
I take an interest in the purpose of organizations. If you ask any 
chief executive about the goal of his organization, there is a good 
chance that you will hear something along the lines of growth or 
expansion. But if the purpose of a business is merely growth then, 
from a biological perspective, we could call it a tumor. To me that 
doesn’t sound like a healthy objective.

Economist and Nobel Prize laureate Milton Friedman said the pur-
pose of a business is to generate profits for its owners. [Friedman, 
“The Social Responsibility of Business”] Management guru Peter 
Drucker disagreed and said the purpose is to create a customer. 
[Drucker, Management loc:2557] Colleen Barrett, President Emeri-
tus of Southwest Airlines, one of the most profitable airlines in 
the USA for the past 42 years, wrote that neither shareholders nor 
customers but, instead, employees always come first. [Blanchard 
and Barrett, Lead with LUV] Systems thinker Russell Ackoff had a 
more holistic view and claimed that a company’s purpose is to pro-
duce and distribute wealth, not for its parts but for its environment. 
[Ackoff, Re-creating the Corporation] Consultant Jerry Weinberg, 
another systems thinker, seemed to have a more nihilistic view 
when he wrote that a system actually has no purpose. [Weinberg, 
General Systems Thinking]

This can all be a bit confusing, until we realize that all models are 
useful until they fail, and some fail faster than others. All these writ-
ers are right, except in the situations where they are wrong. The 
truth is probably somewhere in a combination of all models. We 
want everyone who is involved in a business to find it valuable.

Unfortunately, for practical purposes, the message “we’re all in this 
together” is often not very useful.  We have to simplify the world 
to make better sense of what we’re doing. That’s why we must narrow 
down the purpose of an organization by asking, “Why?” So, here we go.

from a biological perspective,
we could call it a tumor.

is merely growth then,
If the purpose of a business

and some fail faster than others.
All models are useful until they fail,
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Start with Why

It would be a bit boring if everyone was the same. Fortunately, they 
are not. For example, some people have a passion for knitting. I’m 
grateful for that because it means I won’t have to do it. For organi-
zations, the same principle applies. It’s great that some businesses 
have a passion for making refrigerators. It means that my company 
doesn’t have to do it and can focus on something else.

In May 2008, a group of scholars and business leaders, led by man-
agement writer Gary Hamel, gathered with a simple goal: reinvent-
ing management in the 21st century. The very first “moon shot”, as 
Professor Hamel called it, was to ensure that management’s work 
serves a higher purpose. [Hamel, “Moon Shots”] Author and speaker 
Simon Sinek wrote an entire book about the very same topic: find-
ing the answer to why. [Sinek, Start with Why] It is my conclusion 

that, although management writers love disagreeing about many 
concepts and definitions, the one thing they all seem to agree on is 
that everything starts with the purpose of the organization. Why do 
people team up to start a business together? Hopefully, it’s not just to 
become rich but also to make a contribution to the world. Work is not 
only about Getting Things Done. It’s also about Making Lives Better.

Regrettably, three major problems usually stand in the way of a 
healthy definition of purpose.

It’s also about Making Lives Better.
about Getting Things Done.

Work is not only

In an era defined by the business, cultural, and social 

hangover from the excesses of the nineties boom—a 

period of Wall Street scandal, ceo misconduct, and un-

precedented levels of mistrust between companies and 

their customers and employees—the most powerful 

ideas are the ones that set forth an agenda for reform 

and renewal, the ones that turn a company into a cause.

Taylor and LaBarre, Mavericks at Work loc:279 It may seem a bit odd to talk about “who” an organiza-

tion is, or what an organization “stands for,” but it is 

not odd if you look at it as a human community. As a 

community, the organization came into being because 

there were enough people who cared about something 

to pursue it together.

Senge, The Fifth Discipline loc:5900



132 Problem #1:
Client Focus
As soon as a person, a team, or an organization defines its purpose 
as a focus on one thing above other things, there will be sub-opti-
mization (improving one thing while ignoring another). When I fo-
cus on writing, I cannot focus on knitting. Somebody else will have 
to do the knitting, so I can focus on the writing. And maybe later, I 
can trade my wonderful book for someone’s beautiful sweater. We 
have to realize that everyone is entangled in a web of economic 
dependencies, and therefore, the purpose you choose for yourself 
should somehow generate value for the others around you. Or else 
nobody will give you a knitted sweater.

This all makes perfect sense to complexity scientists, who have 
known for a while that complex adaptive systems find a global 
optimum through local optimizations and interdependencies. 
[Kauffman, At Home in the Universe] The parts in a complex 
system all try to optimize performance for themselves, but their 
efforts depend on the dependencies imposed on them by the parts 
around them. With a mix of competition and collaboration, the 
parts interact with each other without any focus on a global pur-
pose. Nevertheless, the end result is often an optimized system. 
Biologists call it an ecosystem. Economists call it an economy. I 
call it common sense.

Most management scholars and experts have ignored the in-
sights from the complexity sciences (or are unaware of them) 
and some have suggested goals that are too narrow. There are 
many corporate mission statements in the world expressing 
ideas such as, “Make money for shareholders”, “Put customers 
first”, and “Achieve superior financial results”. [Denning, Radical 

Management loc:1503] In each of these cases, the purpose of the 
organization is (too) narrowly defined as providing value to one 
type of client or stakeholder. 

Management consultant Patrick Lencioni analyzed the vari-
ous kinds of mission statements that organizations define for 
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themselves, and he found goals that have been created with a focus 
on clients (“Delight the customer”), community (“Serve the city”), 
employees (“Put workers first”), and business owners (“Create 
shareholder value”). [Lencioni, The Advantage loc:1669] Besides 
the limited focus on just one kind of stakeholder, the biggest 
problem I have with such mission statements is that they usually 
explain who, but not why.

Among the different kinds of mission statements, Lencioni also 
found examples with a primary focus on industry (“The work we 
do”) or greater cause (“What we want to achieve”). I think these 
are better choices because they allow for local optimization (which 
is fine), while not turning the focus on just one external relation-
ship (which is not). For example, I could define my purpose as “be-
coming a great writer” (the work I like to do) or “helping people 
worldwide to enjoy their jobs” (the greater purpose I’m striving 
for). I have complicated value exchanges with many clients, in-
cluding readers, writers, speakers, consultants, trainers, organiz-
ers, and freelancers, and some even more complicated exchanges 
with my spouse, friends, and family. Complexity theory allows 
only two clients to see themselves as more important than all the 
others: me and everyone. Dawkins, Hayek, Kauffman, and many 
other scientists and philosophers would agree that it amounts to 
the same thing. By focusing on me, while adhering to constraints 
imposed by others, I help to optimize the whole for everyone.

© 2013 Anthony Claverie



134 Problem #2:
Goal Setting
Another problem I have with suggestions for goals and purpose in 
standard management literature is that most writers, consultants, 
and senior managers assume that it’s a top-down exercise. The man-
agement team defines the direction, and the rest of the business has 
to be “aligned” to that direction. Only few management teams seem 
to understand that reality is, in fact, a little more complex.

My purpose as a writer does not simply disappear when I’m part of a 
community of trainers who are building a business focused on man-
agement workshops. I still need to write while I’m organizing events 
with others. Likewise, the purpose of an organization does not sim-
ply overrule the purpose of a team or the purpose of an individual. 

The complex interweaving of collaboration and competition that we 
see happening horizontally between stakeholders is also happen-
ing vertically between different levels of abstraction. The purpose 
of an individual both aligns and conflicts with the purpose of the 
team, while the purpose of the team aligns and conflicts with the 
next higher levels of the organization.  The alignment enables 

It is assumed, without much questioning, that small 

groups of powerful executives are able to choose the 

“direction” their organization will move in, realize a 

“vision” for it, create the conditions in which its mem-

bers will be innovative and entrepreneurial, and select 

the “structures” and “conditions” which will enable 

them to be in control and so ensure success.

Stacey, Complexity and Organizational Reality loc:288
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us to exchange value, while the conflict helps us to be creative and 
innovative. [Appelo, Management 3.0 loc:1059] Complex systems 
survive because both happen at the same time. Alignment and con-
flict go hand in hand, both up and down.

Therefore, I strongly suggest that organizational layers are aware of 
each other’s purposes. Employees subscribe to the purpose of the 
organization, while the organization recognizes the needs of em-
ployees. Teams will be in alignment and conflict with the goal of the 
department, while the department has to allow (and even invite) the 
emergence of the purposes of teams.

Employees subscribe to the purpose

the needs of employees.

of the organization,
while the organization recognizes

© 2012 Les Haines, Creative Commons 2.0
http://www.flickr.com/photos/leshaines123/8038656413

http://www.flickr.com/photos/leshaines123/8038656413


136 Problem #3:
Mission Statements
I wrote the first version of this text in a bar in Melbourne. I had been 
there for a number of hours, enjoying a relaxed atmosphere, friendly 
service, nice music, good coffee, and great Wi-Fi. (As a global bum-
blebee, I can say this is an almost unique combination.) I value good 
suppliers as much as I value good customers, and so I promoted 
the bar on Twitter, after looking up their details online. This is the 
company mantra that I found on their website:

And it worked. I had planned to have just a late breakfast, but I left 
after eight hours, three caffè lattes, lunch, tea, dinner, and a diet 
coke. The only thing I missed was half-naked youths on surf boards. 
(It was supposed to be like a beach, after all.)

When I was a little kid, some of my fondest memories 

were of the family holidays down at the beach. A fan-

tastic ensemble of blurred memories filled with colour, 

excitement, adventure, food and that old weatherboard 

holiday house. Nowadays, we’re all so busy and don’t 

have time to visit the beach. Queen Street Rescue is ex-

actly that! It’s your rescue! It’s a place where you can sit 

and relax and experience a little bit of the beach deep 

inside the City.

Queen Street Rescue, “Our Mantra”
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The creation of mission statements seems to be one of the favorite 
activities of corporate management teams.  Unfortunately, like 
poetry, many people try it, but only a few are any good at it. And 
then you end up with mission statements such as “Profitable growth 
through superior customer service, innovation, quality, and commit-
ment” or “To be the leader in every market we serve, to the benefit 
of our customers and shareholders”, yadda yadda yadda. [McKeown, 
“If I Read One More Platitude-Filled Mission Statement”] Such mis-
sion statements are full of platitudes and abstractions; they don’t 
inspire or motivate anyone, and nobody ever lives by them. [James, 
“Why Missions Statements Are BS”]

I call them Vogon mission statements, the third worst kind in the 
universe. The second worst mission statement in the universe was 
written by a council of 63 lawyers on the planet Gnark, which, after 
the famous court case of Short-throat Sam versus the Cucumber, re-
sulted in virtually all vegetables, and two very unfortunate species 
of fruit, being sued into extinction, while the last remaining settle-
ment of carrots, celery, and radishes lived in exile on Gnark’s sec-
ond moon, briefly thriving and producing green stalks with oddly 
protruding orange balls, until the untimely crash landing of Björn 
the Blender. The very worst mission statement in the universe was 
created by a company on planet Earth called Yahoo!

© 2012 Nina Matthews, Creative Commons 2.0
http://www.flickr.com/photos/21560098@N06/6871044640

http://www.flickr.com/photos/21560098@N06/6871044640


138 Storytelling
When you’re serious about the question why, I 
hope you won’t come up with something like, “To 
be the most essential global Internet service for 
consumers and businesses”. That one has already 
been used, and, it didn’t work. Instead, you might 
say something like, “We are your beach inside the 
city”, for the simple reason that the memories of your 
time on the beach are your favorites. Or your mission 
could be to bring quality to people’s homes because 
you have this ceo who is swinging a sledgehammer 
around, preventing any crappy products from escaping 
the company’s premises.

The answer to why starts with stories. 

In the introduction to this book, I referred to the 
photo of Melly Shum who has hated her job for 
25 years. And for 25 years, I have been wondering, 
“Why? Why doesn’t Melly quit?”

Why are there organizations with jobs that people 
hate but won’t leave? Can I help transform those orga-

nizations? Can I help Melly? The search for an answer 
to this question explains what I do. I’ve used Melly’s 

photo at many conferences and in many workshops, 
and I used this story to suggest the name of the business 
that I started with some of my friends. The company is 
called Happy Melly.  

HAPPY
mellY
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One of the first things to do when you start working together with other 
people is to answer the question why. What happened in the past that 
made you do what you do now? What are the anecdotes, both good 
and bad, that you like sharing with others, to explain your work? Can 
you visualize those stories with pictures, videos, or artifacts? Can you 
spin these stories into myths, metaphors, or archetypes? Good stories 
are the glue which helps to hold communities of people together, and 
good stories are important for attracting people to such communi-
ties. [Karol, “Attracting Google-Quality Software Engineers”]

The answer to why should be connected to what you’ve actually 
been doing. If your behavior is unrelated to your purpose, you’re 
talking nonsense or acting without meaning.

POSIWID
There are some system thinkers who even go as far as to 

suggest that the purpose of a System Is what It Does, some-

times referred to as poSIwID. For example, the owner of a 

fitness studio can claim that the purpose of his business is 

to help people be healthier. But in practice, when many cus-

tomers usually don’t show up, and when the fitness studio 

actually expects a good percentage not to show up—because 

otherwise they would need to hire more trainers which they 

cannot afford—then the purpose of the fitness school is to 

ensure that a good number of people don’t show up. The 

poSIwID principle can be a useful (though sometimes also 

a bit cynical) reflection tool, but in my opinion it merely turns 

the word purpose into a synonym for behavior. It’s a matter 

of semantics. personally, I prefer to associate the term with 

desire, intent, or need. This allows us to observe that, when 

behavior is not in line with intent, something is broken.

Meadows, Thinking in Systems loc:206

Purposes are deduced from behavior, 

not from rhetoric or stated goals.



140 Show, Don’t Tell
People love expositions, exhibits, and muse-
ums.  Expositions about art, expositions 
about history, expositions about science, 
expositions about architecture, expositions 
about technology, expositions about 
biology (we call them zoos), exposi-
tions about photography, and (prob-
ably) expositions about expositions. 
If you are on vacation in Amsterdam, 
you can even go to an exposition about 
sexuality. And if you’re on a business 
trip in China, you can go to an exposi-
tion about the company that invited you, 
like I did when I was invited by Haier.

Expositions and museums are popular 
because they tell stories with pictures or objects. 
They inspire people by showing both the beautiful 
and the terrible things that have shaped humanity 
into what it is now. Some things we hope to create 
more of in the future, while other things we hope to 
never witness again.

What would you have on display if your team had an exposition? 
Which photos, videos, sounds, screenshots, or texts would you show 
to your guests? Which emails, trophies, badges, or gifts did you get 
in the past that could serve as an example of what you want in the fu-
ture? Which products, phone calls, or objects will serve as a reminder 
of things that should never happen again? Research suggests that 
adding a visual element to your goal-setting efforts brings you stron-
ger results. [Dowden, “A Picture is Worth 1000 Words”] And artifacts 

can contribute to the communication of shared values and purpose. 
[Robin and Burchell, No Excuses loc:586] So, which stories can you 
showcase with artifacts to emphasize your goals?

When you are able to create a nice exposition about the work in your 
team, department, or organization, it is likely that you have found 
and visualized your purpose.
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Mood boards
“I learned something similar from my former ceo. our company had 

grown fast and our culture had difficulty keeping up. The ceo decided 

to collect data about historical events in the company, quotes from em-

ployees, and physical artifacts that together captured the essence of the 

company. He then had posters and other materials printed and hung them 

all around the office. It really helped employees not to lose sight of the 

original purpose and to reinforce the culture of the business.

Later, I used the same exercise during the kick-off of several new projects, 

though I called the result mood boards. It entailed covering white boards 

with pictures of customers, features, designs, and other stuff that cap-

tured the “why” of the projects we were about to start.”

Johan oskarsson, Sweden
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142 What Now?
Let’s see if we can make the abstract but important job of answering 
why a little more concrete for you.

1. Select the level of purpose. Are you defining a purpose 
for yourself, for your team, for your department, or for the 
whole organization? 

2. Collect all the favorite stories that you (or other people in−
volved) like to tell about your past, both the good ones and 
the bad ones. 

3. Select the stories that are the best examples of what you 
want or don’t want to happen in the future. 

4. Find items that can represent these stories so you can show−
case them in your own little expo. 

5. Evaluate the things on display, and use them to achieve 
consensus about your purpose. Prevent the use of specif−
ic stakeholder references, such as customers, employees, or 
shareholders. Instead, refer only to yourself or to the com−
munity of clients collectively. 

6. Compare your purpose with the purpose one organization−
al level up and one level down, if available. Notice the inevi−
table conflict and alignment. But don’t overrule one with the 
other; just be aware of the differences. 

7. When people create a Vogon mission statement, put them 
out of their misery. It will be a mercy.

© 2011 Jurgen Appelo,
photo from Management 3.0 workshop in Vilnius, Lithuania
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Happy Melly is a network of 
businesses organized around the 

purpose of helping people be 
happy in their jobs. we do this in 
a number of ways: through books, 

conferences, workshops, apps, 
and more. we want you to join 
us - in your own way - to create 

better places to work.

BLOG
http://m30.me/melly

WEEKLY INSPIRATION
For a regular supply of stories 
about people and companies 

experimenting with happiness at 
work, we recommend visiting our

http://m30.me/melly
http://m30.me/melly
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BE IN TOUCH
Do you want to stay in-the-know 
with how you can help lead the 
way in creating better places to 

work? we recommend our

(sent once every 2-3 weeks).

newsletter
http://m30.me/newsletter

http://m30.me/newsletter
http://m30.me/newsletter

