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The Challenge
Most of us spend the vast percentage of our time at work and almost all of us 
experience a sense that there are obstacles internal to the workplace that are 
in our way of doing our jobs well and efficiently. Sometimes these are minor 
frustrations we can work around and at the other extreme, the complicated 
and unworkable factors gets so intense that the better choice is to fire some-
one or leave the situation ourselves. 

Unfortunately, these workplace inefficiencies cost us in morale and cost our or-
ganizations in productivity and if the level of toxicity is so great that people are 
leaving, the cost to the organization of replacing individuals can be heavy. In 
addition, even if one manages to get rid of the problematic personalities, often 
the replacement workers find themselves, after a time, exhibiting the same dif-
ficult and inefficient behaviors. So what’s really going on then?

The Issues
At the foundation of workplace inefficiency lie five key issues:

1. Non-existent, unclear, outdated, or misplaced roles and accountabilities 
generate confusion, frustration, and lack of efficiency. In addition, if roles 
and accountabilities are generated or updated largely by the manager, 
those who are filling these roles often feel like automatons, which decreases 
their fundamental motivation leading to a less efficient worker.

2. Implicit understandings between different people about who has the 
authority to make which decisions can be in conflict with each other. Fur-
thermore because these understandings are implicit or subconscious it can 
be very difficult to look past the symptoms that are manifesting to under-
stand the larger work patterns at play. And if it so happens that the man-
ager is the one holding the implicit authority to make decisions, it can make 
it nearly impossible to raise the issues because the historical patterns of 
top-down operations in most organizations inherently jeopardize the health 
and well being of subordinates who speak up.

3. If a team or organization is using some version of consensus decision-
making, it can become very time consuming and confusing to know how to 
make use of everyone’s input and often the process of decision-making will 
display some version of the following dysfunctions: a) though many per-
spectives are aired, no decision is made or decisions take forever to arrive 
at; b) if a decision is made, it’s not clear how it will be implemented or by 
whom; c) the decision-making process is dominated by people who are 
comfortable speaking up and articulating their positions, thus leaving out 
the vital perspectives of those who are not getting into the fray and assert-
ing themselves.
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4. Autocratic, or top-down, decision making can be very powerful used at the 
right time and in the right place. But it is not the only form of decision-
making and unfortunately, most humans are unaware of their options and 
the cost benefit analysis of using which kind of decision-making in which 
contexts. When autocratic decision making is the primary means of making 
decisions, which is our historical norm, we frequently find a slew of dysfunc-
tions appearing in organizations, from disengaged staff delivering the mini-
mum, to siloed factions, to short-sighted decisions that benefit a few indi-
viduals at the expense of the whole organization.

5. Every individual leader has a different management style and ideas about 
how things should work. Frequently in one organization, one can identify 
scores of management differences. Sometimes these differences create ma-
jor conflict across teams or departments, leading to misunderstandings 
about how things get done, factions backing different managers and styles, 
and other conflicts that cost the organization in efficiency and morale.

The Solutions
So what then are the solutions? The key to unlocking these issues is recogniz-
ing the underlying patterns that are setting up the conditions that create all of 
the above challenges. In short, in every organization, which I define as what 
happens any time humans do something together, there is a critical dimension 
which is largely unrecognized: our organizational operating system. This oper-
ating system acts much like the operating system in our computers in that it is 
pretty much works in the background offering us core functionality that is im-
possible without it. For example, an operating system in any organization con-
sists of our decision-making process, our meeting structure, our information 
flows and our organizational structure. Each of these components are what I 
call ‘content neutral’, just as the operating system on a computer is ‘content 
neutral’ and will allow you to add whatever programs and content you find 
serves your purpose. Similarly, our organizational operating systems allow us to 
process the content of our work lives. 
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The trouble is that to date these organizational operating systems have been 
largely implicit, invisible, assumed. And when you can’t see something, it’s im-
possible to understand what it does, how it does what it does, or how to 
change it if it’s not serving an organization. Thus, the first step to solving 
workplace inefficiency is to take a look at your organization’s operating system 
because it creates the baseline conditions through which all the content of 
your work life is processed. 

The second step in eliminating workplace inefficiency is to identify the up-
grades you would like to make to your operating system. This involves under-
standing human and organizational development, the structure of organiza-
tions, and the nature of an organizational operating system. To aid you in this 
process, I’ve included a list of suggested upgrades below. 

Operating System Upgrades
At a minimum, I suggest the following 11 points for your upgrades: 

1. Write your meeting practices down and make them available to all in atten-
dance at meetings. Be open to changing the processes based on feedback 
from others, but don’t change the process randomly or on the fly. Make 
conscious and deliberate choices about what to include and exclude from 
your meeting practices based on your values and desired outcomes.

2. Set aside a portion of your meeting for regularly revisiting team roles and 
accountabilities. Life is constantly changing, now more than ever. What you 
might have determined was appropriate for any given role a year ago is 
quite possibly out of date and creating system drag.

3. Create agendas based on input from everyone. If the manager is the only 
one creating the agenda, there’s a subtle encouragement built in which lets 
everyone else pay less attention and bring less of themselves to the meet-
ing.

4. Build your agendas based on what people can sense is not working. Due to 
evolutionary pressure, human beings have developed a tremendous capac-
ity to notice what’s not working. While at times this can be annoying and 
depressing, when a meeting practice can make use of and metabolize this 
capacity, tremendous energy is released on the organization’s behalf.

5. Train your facilitators to your new meeting process, invest them with the ac-
countability of keeping the team on track and on time through the meet-
ings, and elect facilitators that are not the managers. Allowing managers to 
facilitate their team meetings undercuts securing input and engagement 
from the relevant parties, discouraging the full creativity of some of your 
most experienced people.

6. Process one agenda item or topic at a time. The most common reason for 
meetings to disintegrate into frustration is that everyone tries to get their 
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needs met at once. Make sure your facilitator is empowered to redirect en-
ergy and focus the conversation on one topic at a time. 

7. Organizations have a variety of different kinds of needs, or aspects of their 
functioning, from purpose to operations. I’ve identified eight different or-
ganizational aspects that are present and active in every kind of organiza-
tion whether or not we are aware of them: values, purpose, scope, strategy, 
governance, operations, interpersonal and individual. It’s vital to produce 
meeting processes for each of the different kinds of organizational aspects 
and to process them separately using the appropriate process for that type 
of aspect. For example, if an organization needs to revisit its mission, the 
appropriate type of meeting structure would include activities that would 
be useless in processing operational issues. Shovels won’t do when a jack-
hammer is needed! 

8. When assigning roles, base your choices on the candidates strengths and 
desires for growth and development. Consider building in a team election 
process for filing roles. It does wonders for both engagement and account-
ability.

9. When making decisions as a team, use integrative and inclusive methods. 
Autocratic decision-making is quite appropriate to an individual getting 
their work done within their roles but when autocratic decision-making is 
used on a team, disengagement and subconscious dissent are far more 
likely.

10. Practice delegation with accountability as if your life depended on it. 
Autonomy is the lifeblood of creativity, innovation and effectiveness. When 
we create teams that depend on their leaders to tell them what to do, we 
are sacrificing organizational agility, energy, and adaptability, qualities we 
need now more than ever in our competitive global economy.

11. Build rounds into the meeting processes that deliberately call on every per-
son. We all have different strengths. Some of us have a very difficult time 
jumping into conversations, a process which often requires interrupting that 
can be experienced as dominating. If being dominating is not a value an in-
dividual holds, then an entire team will lose that individual’s contribution if 
the only way to participate is to join the fray. Rounds with specific purposes 
constrain talkative people and require the participation of the quieter types.

The Value of Practice
The third and perhaps most important step once you’ve identified the changes 
that you wish to make is to embed these changes in your meeting practices 
throughout your organization. One of the traps that we can get caught in is as-
suming that different management styles are just what we have to live with, af-
ter all, everyone is different. The truth includes the fact that we are all different, 
but acknowledges that the place for that difference is in the content that a 
manager or team puts through the operating system. This truth also highlights 
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the pivotal and powerful role that the operating system plays in enabling any 
organization to deliver cohesive values and capacity for efficiency throughout 
its operations. Implementing a unified operating system throughout the or-
ganization that is aligned with your values and designed for engagement and 
efficiency will deliver relief from the workplace frustrations and inefficiencies 
outlined above. 

Implementation Basics
There are several critical elements necessary to make this transition success-
fully:

1. Develop a clear, coherent, and written plan for your operating system that 
includes tracking documents for things like your roles and accountabilities, 
projects, and current strategies based on input from the following sources 
a) management literature b) your own experience c) the personnel in your 
organization d) conversations with peers or experts in the field.

2. With the plan is documented, begin by introducing it to your executive 
team including yourself. Once the new processes and practices are inte-
grated in the executive team and any bugs worked out of the system, then 
introduce it to the rest of your organization, layer by layer, or all at once, 
depending on your situation.

3. The key then is to stay steady. This new operating system will require a 
change in behavior on the part of everyone in your organization. The easiest 
and most humane manner to achieve this is through the power of practice. 
In other words, use your meeting practices like a team sport practice to es-
tablish and maintain this new system. Make sure your meetings are regular, 
accessible, and engaging of the voices present.

4. Pay attention to which parties are attending which meetings. A ton of frus-
tration and inefficiency can be avoided if the people who are affected by 
any decision are present and encouraged to participate in the decision-
making process. This also generally produces a stronger decision for several 
reasons:

1. you can solicit alternative perspectives or relevant information which 
may change the course of action to one that’s more effective than the 
one initially generated.

2. you’ll have a chance to explain the situation and the forthcoming ac-
tion or decision to all present, thus increasing buy-in and reducing the 
need to convey the contents of the outcome later.

5. Make sure all the outputs of your meetings are recorded, preferably in a 
transparent and accessible location. For example, let’s say your meeting has 
just generated a few new roles with accountabilities for a team. The roles 
with their specific accountabilities would be recorded in a tracking docu-
ment which could be as simple as a google doc built for that purpose and 
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shared with the team. Any time a role holder was unclear or confused as to 
who was doing what within what boundaries, they could refer to this track-
ing document to get clear. If there was no answer, they could then bring 
that up as a topic for discussion at your next meeting. 

Conclusion and Further Resources
Unpacking your organizations operating system can be tremendously liberat-
ing and drive greater profitability and financial stability. It can also be a very 
rewarding experience to gain control of the ‘person behind the curtain’, so to 
speak! Since our organizational operating systems have essentially been invisi-
ble to us to date, waking up to the potential they represent and installing the 
appropriate operating system can make the difference between an average or-
ganization and an excellent one. 

Please feel free to email us if you have any questions or reflections on this re-
source. If you would like to get support with this process, we’ve carefully con-
structed appropriate, effective and efficient meeting practices based on exten-
sive academic and experiential research which can be learned in a short period 
of time. Please feel free to check out our organizational offerings for more de-
tails on these trainings. In particular our Discovery Day is a low cost, easy way 
to get exposure to a few of the meeting practices that we’ve built. You can also 
give us a call at (802) 552-0122 and we’d be happy to schedule a complimen-
tary hour long phone conversation to assist you in your diagnosis and upgrade 
of your organization’s operating system. In addition, while entirely doable, cre-
ating this kind of systemic change yourself in your organization can be stressful 
if you have other accountabilities and pressures you need to stay focused on. 
Consider using our Engagement Process to help you with this upgrade to an 
effective, efficient, and excellent organization. 
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