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OVERVIEW:

Max DePree is the CEO of Herman Miller, a furniture design/manufacturing company, which he took over from his father.  Mr. DePree has learned and promoted his leadership concepts in the operation of his company with great success.  Herman Miller was rated as one of the top 100 companies in the U.S.  In 1989, Fortune Magazine recognized Herman Miller as the 9th most admired corporation and ranked them 6th in management excellence.

Herman Miller’s success is based on the success of their people.  Mr. DePree’s “participative management” not only uses policies or various management tools, but the heart and personal philosophy in leadership.  According to the author, leaders foster the group environment and processes in order to develop relationships.    

Shortfalls in management are usually the result of management using and imposing “their” view because of the assumed “creator and implementer” roles.  Mr. DePree uses the “pitcher and catcher” analogy.  A pitcher is only as good as his catcher.  The pitcher can be the best, but if there is no communication with the catcher or if the catcher is not playing well, it will affect his performance, and eventually, the team.  “Rights” for both the boss and subordinates are simple, but very critical in establishing a good working relationship.  For example, to be needed, involved, understood, and accountable are several rights that must be respected by both.  

There are two basic leaders in a company.  Mr. DePree calls them the “Hierarchical” and “Roving”.   Roving Leaders are people who take charge to get things done when needed.  Normally, they do this without being told.  While not giving the Roving Leader an official leadership role, the Hierarchical Leader must allow the Roving Leader to lead.  This allows both leaders to complement each other.

Mr. DePree makes some very important observations about leaders.  He discusses the need for leaders to be “intimate” with the organization.  He states that leaders should be where the job is taking place verses only talking about the job.  He uses the example of war games verses actual battle.  However, this “intimacy” is usually undermined by policy, politics, arrogance, superficiality, and other factors.  

A great deal is spent on the two relationships that make up industry, contractual and covenantal.  Mr. DePree also discusses capitalism and how key leadership concepts of  “person” could improve it.  Capitalism focuses too much on “self” and needs an “inclusive approach” to improve.

“Giants” are defined as individuals who see opportunity where others see trouble.  These people give space to allow people to be what they can be.  “Giants” share their gifts/talents and allow others to also give their gifts.  He states that this space is more important than productivity.  

Storytelling is important in the company.  This allows the company to review and pass on its ideas and values.  Mr. DePree also covers the three typical owners in American corporations: the owner/investor (involved with money only), the dedicated worker (invests lives and gifts), and the part-time essential contributor/worker (consultants, etc.).  These individuals form the basis of a corporation and must each understand what their contributions/attitude of ownership are as well as their other two counterparts.  

The author lists and discusses a number of observations he has made in his and other companies such as good communications (both ways), the ability to evaluation/review/realign goals/principles/practices, leadership cannot be measured, leadership must be looked over a period of time and not day-to-day, leadership success if visible after the fact, being able to ask the right questions, and provide a work area that promotes ownership and empowers/enables people to do their best.

Mr. DePree closes his book with: “Leadership is much more than an art, a belief, a condition of the heart, than a set of things to do.  The visible signs of artful leadership are expressed, ultimately, in its practice.”

DISCUSSION:

Mr. Max DePree takes leadership a step past where other books I’ve read leave off.  Mr. DePree’s “human” aspect is very valuable in today’s work place.  

Here in my work place, I see how valuable my personnel are to the entire station and our mission.  I find myself already using many of Mr. DePree’s observations in leading of my personnel.  I have already realized the “pitcher/catcher” relationship and how important this “team work” concept really is to an organization.  I find it sometimes difficult to let my Roving Leaders lead.  However, I find that it’s easier to put my trust and confidence in them than it is to try to do everything myself.  There are limits that must be implemented on Roving Leaders and Hierarchical Leaders must work with the Roving Leaders to be fair to other workers.  There are policies that separate Roving Leaders from manages/supervisors that must be carefully monitored.

I try to emulate the characteristic of the “giants” as described by the author.  I promote the idea that though it may appear to be trouble, it is actually an opportunity.  An engineer always focus on this way of thinking, otherwise we would not be able to do our job.  I definitely rely on the talents/gift on my personnel on a daily basis. I also share what I know to help them to better themselves and their job performance.  

From the information provided in this book, I now have a feeling of reassurance that I am making sound leadership decisions and executing good leadership principles.  I’ve learned some new views on leadership, but mostly reaffirmed many aspects of my current leadership style.  I will continue to explore and implement the leadership practices that best fit my personnel. 

