Chapter 3: Reformists

Workplace Redesign at Procter & Gamble and the Gaines Dog Food Plant in Topeka, 1961–1973

Heresy: Self-managing teams, in a well-designed operation, with oversight and awareness from the bottom up, are far more productive than any other known form of management. And they exalt the human spirit.

Why does Galileo Galilei have the reputation of a heretic, while his seventeenth-century fellow scientist Johannes Kepler does not? Because Kepler evaded the Church. Galileo sought to change it. The professor from Pisa spent the last third of his life arguing, with increasing fervor, that the Christian doctrines and even Bibles should be rewritten to conform to the realities he had seen through his telescope. Many of the cardinals and Church officials who censured and imprisoned him recognized the validity of the new cosmology and physics that Galileo championed, but they didn’t want to shake up their system too quickly. Too many monks and village priests clung to Ptolemy and Aristotle. The “people” would rebel at any sudden revision of the “truth.”
Galileo didn’t care. Like many other heretics, past and present, he thought at first that the truth would set the institution free. He only had to show people what he had seen, and they would naturally adapt. When people doubted observations that to him were obvious, he lost his tact. He made enemies (some said needlessly) of the Jesuits, who fought bitterly to see him condemned, and he closed one of his notorious tracts, the Dialogue on the Great World Systems, with a snide lampoon of the views of Pope Urban VIII. Until then Urban had been his patron and champion. Ten months after publication in 1633, Galileo was on trial in Rome.

Even under house imprisonment, Galileo continued researching and writing, developing and articulating his theories of physics and the heavens. Perhaps he was comforted by the knowledge that people outside the Church hierarchy had carried forth his research and were building on his theories. Or perhaps he spent much of his time in his cell in mourning for the institution of the Church and the beacon that it might have been—if only he could have found a way to get the point across.

That was akin, in a way, to eric trist’s lifelong heartbreak. In the mid-1940s, he began to articulate a better way of managing the workplace, a democratic approach that would clearly lead to unparalleled performance. He spent his life testing and preaching his vision, building a worldwide network of devoted colleagues and correspondents (including Kurt Lewin, whom he first met in 1933, and Douglas McGregor) whose work laid the groundwork for the management innovations of the 1980s. The movement inspired many successes, including a series of secret but dramatic workplace design reforms at Procter & Gamble, a passionate experiment at a dog food plant in Topeka, Kansas, and significant change at such companies as DuPont, Volvo, and Crown Zellerbach. But it never got the mainstream public acceptance that its performance record probably deserved; it never became the corporate norm. Like Galileo and many other reformists throughout history, Trist was mournfully aware that the prevailing institutions of his world did not live up to the great destiny he saw for them.

Trist was a small, almost frail man, with a shy smile, prone to bouts of depression and long periods of melancholy, and yet thoroughly gregarious. Although he made his living as an academic and wrote in impenetrable academese, he talked like a British laborer—with working-class outrage, sly irony, and quiet profanity. His morose spirit, like that of Robert Blake, may have stemmed in part from his background at the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations. While National Training Labs took its cue from sunny Pelagianism, Tavistock was guided by the brooding Augustinian spirit of psychoanalysis.1 Tavistock’s practitioners were well aware of the dark side of human nature—the visceral “death instinct” of primordial envy and hatred that could crop up in even the most idealistic personality. They believed that group dynamics in itself could not deal effectively with the hidden rage, frustration, and viciousness that inevitably emerged when people began to work together. It would take a redesign of the channels of power within the workplace. In the numbers-ridden industrial age, there was no persuasive model for how that redesign might look.

And then Eric Trist stumbled into one. In 1947, a postdoctoral student at Tavistock casually invited him to visit a British coal mine at Haighmoor. Nearly all British coal mines had been industrialized into an assembly-line approach since the nineteenth century, but Haighmoor was an exception; it was based in a rich seam that assembly-line-style equipment couldn’t reach. Therefore, the miners had developed their own system. It was part vernacular, part industrial—a hybrid of mining traditions from generations past and new postwar technologies. Instead of being set up as interchangeable parts, cogs on the assembly line of the mine, these miners worked in teams they organized themselves. Each man might handle a half-dozen jobs. The teams ran the job and sold the coal—even taking care of their members’ families if someone was hurt or killed.2 They also competed vigorously against each other—to the point where fights sometimes broke out between members of rival teams.

The results, as Trist discovered, were remarkable. Haighmoor was far safer and far more productive than any other mine. In fact, since the rewards were based on tonnage per cycle and the miners felt some influence over their work, they all continuously added innovations to the work. They had no incentive, as long-wall miners did, to “screw the next shift” by cutting corners on maintenance or safety. To Trist, Haighmoor provided a glimpse of how the best of vernacular and business culture could be designed to fit together—anywhere.3
The British government agency that managed the mine let Trist study it at first—until Trist, following Lewin’s tradition of learning through experimentation, wanted to see if some of the same techniques might help the beleaguered workers at other mines. Then the managers balked. Why try to instill freedom when mines were becoming even more controlled and mechanized? Why set up false expectations? They even forbade Trist to include the name “Haighmoor” in his reports.

So Trist devoted himself to conducting workplace experiments and seeking ways to broaden the intellectual base of his insights. From the 1960s through most of the 1990s, Trist and his wife, Beulah, were the unofficial center of an international community of experimenters and theorists. A key group of his colleagues were Norwegian, with roots in the resistance movement of World War II. Norway had beaten back the Nazis through small groups of eight to ten people, somewhat like the teams of Haighmoor. There was no central command. Each group chose its own immediate objectives and tactics, acting with greater persistence, commitment, and skill than they would ever have gained by taking orders. When the Nazis captured a team, the members could reveal no one’s plans but their own. During the 1950s and 1960s, the resistance veterans spread through Norway, gradually becoming directors of its state-owned industries and government agencies, helping each other set up self-managing teams in wire companies, lumber mills, the electric utility N~orsk Hydro, and elsewhere.4
Trist and his closest colleagues, particularly the Australian researcher Fred Emery, adopted several terms for their work: “industrial democracy,” “open systems,” and “sociotechnical systems.” They believed that corporations were analogous to ecosystems, subject to the same sorts of interrelationships that governed prosperity and survival in the wild. As business environments became more turbulent, top-down hierarchies would cease to be effective, just as they were ineffective amid the disorder of nature. (Emery and Trist had hit on this theory during a turbulent plane trip to Norway, when Trist was forced repeatedly to use the air-sickness bag and realized that his feeling was an analogue for the way managers often felt.5) Living systems coped with this turbulence by generating their own order from the bottom up. A living creature can take its shape even from a damaged fetus or ovum (this had been proved with sea urchins), without any external control. In fact, attempts to control a living creature’s growth too harshly would make it wither and die. Why couldn’t the same be true for organizations?6
Nearly all factories of that time were, like the British coal mines, set up as elaborate machines. Work was broken up into disparate, specified tasks. Workers were programmed, through stringent rules and elaborate pay scales, to specialize in those tasks. Expert engineers designed the jobs, set the pace, and inspected the products. Workers who followed the rules got pensions. Workers who slackened or faltered got disciplined or fired, unless their unions, explicitly or implicitly, arranged to protect them.7
The overall approach, often dubbed “scientific management,” owed its compelling power to the systematic practices devised by Frederick Taylor, the first industrial-era management consultant. In the early 1880s, Taylor began clocking the movements of workers—from burly immigrant steelworkers to young girls inspecting ball bearings—hoping to establish, once and for all, the most efficient methods of working. The productivity gains in the short run were enormous. One ball bearing factory, following Taylor’s advice, cut the number of inspectors from 120 to 35, nearly doubled wages, dropped two hours from the workday, tripled production, and improved accuracy by two-thirds.8 But Taylor’s methods also ossified industrial work in the long run. Living inside a machine ultimately leads to deep, inbred malaise and resentment, the atrophy of creativity and productivity, and the propensity to sabotage.

What if, as Eric Trist and his colleagues did, you saw the dangers of the machine approach and wanted to try an alternative? Then you would have to establish your factory as a community. Every part of the assembly line would be managed by self-governing teams of, say, ten to twelve people. The teams would have a task at hand—a product to get out—and they would care about the results of their labors. If they found a way to improve the work, they would have the power and the interest to bring that improvement to life, without going through a lot of bureaucratic approval, and they would be rewarded in ways that touched their wallets and their pride. Despite the seeming lack of control, the community as a whole would run itself much more smoothly than any machine—through the interplay of dozens of teams of people, all acting in sync, with everything from the machine setup to the maintenance schedule designed to reinforce their collegiality.

In an open system or industrial democracy, control would rest with the people on the bottom—teams of people who handled the frontline work of making a product or providing a service. Their “bosses” would then actually be “servants,” making sure the work teams had whatever they needed and coordinating information so everyone had a view of the organization as a whole. The results, as with the Haighmoor mines, would be unprecedented performance gains, and Trist managed to interest a few corporations, including Royal Dutch/Shell, in his ideas. But sooner or later, most managers retreated queasily, as if they had just discovered that Trist was trying to kill them off. And in a sense, he was. “Their opinion had a modicum of correctness in it,” he said, years later. “They’d had all the power and did what they liked, and they didn’t want to share power.”
The most prominent mainstream corporation that practiced open systems during the early 1960s was so secretive that even Eric Trist couldn’t learn much about what it was doing. That company was Procter & Gamble, the Cincinnati-based manufacturers of soap, detergent, toilet paper, and other household products. For P&G, open systems was a kind of magic formula, as precious as a patented cleaning formula, and it wanted to get the most it could from it.9
In 1962, Procter & Gamble had just celebrated its 125th birthday. There was much to celebrate. It was the predominant company in American marketing; P&G managers had originated not just packaged soap and laundry detergent, but the structure of the advertising business (including its mainstay, brand management), the soap opera, the profit-sharing plan, and (just the previous year) the disposable diaper. P&G (or “Procter,” as its managers routinely called it) had also consistently doubled its annual sales every ten years since it had started, an operational mission that the company had held since its beginnings.

At the same time, some of P&G’s manufacturing people were beginning to discover firsthand the problems of scientific management. Workers were rigorously measured, sometimes in hundredths of a minute, against the optimum time that the rule books said it should take to climb a ladder, walk to a tank, or read a gauge. Maintaining this tangle of rules required so much time and caused so much frustration that a group of quiet rebels began to gather in the upper echelons of the manufacturing functions. Led by David Swanson, the manufacturing manager for the paper division, the rebels were determined to find a way out from under Procter’s rigid constraints. They knew it would mean fighting the corporate hierarchy, whose members were deeply committed to scientific management; they would have to master the art of keeping a low profile, hiding their innovations from their own corporate chiefs.

They began by bringing in Douglas McGregor from MIT.10 McGregor had just published The Human Side of Enterprise, and his visits represented the first time anyone in manufacturing at P&G had been allowed to “examine our navels,” as one plant manager later put it.11 At first glance, McGregor’s ideas seemed like a major shift for managers at Procter, who expected reliably high performance from themselves and everyone around them. In the Procter lexicon, the worst thing you could be called was a “tinkerer” or an “experimenter”; that meant you weren’t sure about your results. By contrast, McGregor was the ultimate advocate of learning from experimentation and accepting uncertainty.

But in another way, P&G was well suited to hear McGregor’s message. Unlike many other “organization men,” Procterites valued the plain-speaking, brutally frank, fiercely engaged management style that McGregor championed. They particularly appreciated what he told them about Eric Trist’s work. They used those ideas when developing a new Tide detergent plant in Augusta, Georgia, in 1963.

The Augusta managers abandoned some of P&G’s most cherished practices. They banned incentive pay schemes, production quotas, and job classifications. There would be no more operators who ran the lines, mechanics who fixed them, electricians who handled the wiring, or machinists who tooled new parts. There would be only “technicians” working in teams, rewarded not for performance within the defined boundaries of their jobs but for the skills they possessed. If the packing insulation around pipes leaked out, the operators wouldn’t have to wait around for a mechanic who was allowed to carry a wrench. The operators would carry wrenches, blueprints, and slide rules or calculators. Together the technicians would gradually develop all the expertise they needed to keep the plant going and improve it. They spent an unprecedented four hours per week in training and two more hours per week meeting together to solve problems. The idea of these technicians was central to the new design, so manufacturing manager Dave Swanson dubbed the plants “high-performance technician systems.”
Augusta and its successors were so successful that by 1967 every new P&G plant was required to operate under the technician system. At the same time, with the rationale that they represented a competitive advantage—but at least in part because the approach seemed so damn weird—P&G maintained rigid secrecy. No one was allowed to see the plants; even most people inside Procter never learned much about them. Some P&G managers were subtly threatened with being fired when they tried to learn more.12 On the outside, labor leaders and sociotechnical experts would hear only vague, whispered rumors about the experiments going on.

Thus, in the most progressive manufacturing circles, the P&G plants acquired a mythic, legendary reputation, bolstered by the exotic names of the prosaic places where they had been located. There was Mehoopany, located in rural Pennsylvania, where Douglas McGregor came to consult on labor relations in 1963 and brought in his MIT colleague Dick Beckhard to conduct a thorough work systems overhaul. (Beckhard, a former theater director, was an early and important leader of the new field of organization development, and one of the first to reshape T-Groups into new forms tailored to corporate managers.) There were Modesto, in central California; and Albany, in Georgia, which made paper products like toilet tissue and disposable diapers. (Mr. Whipple, that emasculated mockery of authoritarianism, made his first television warnings against “squeezing the Charmin” just as P&G was decreasing the authoritarian nature of its factories.) Albany was notable because Procter’s managers, responding in 1970 to the civil rights imperative then becoming briefly influential in business, deliberately placed it in a fiercely segregated Georgia city. They wanted to see if the technician system would improve race relations within the plant, and they concluded that it did. One reason may have been the attentiveness to staff: every employee had four hours of training and an hour and a half of team meetings per week.

And then there was Lima, Ohio, which made Downy fabric softener when the plant started up, with Biz detergent added soon after. It was the first plant designed from the ground up to incorporate the technician system instead of having the new structures merely grafted onto an existing factory design. Twenty years later, the management writer Robert Waterman would hold up Lima as the primary example of “what America does right” on the factory floor and as probably the best-managed plant in the United States.13 It was a wonderful place to work, and not just because wages were high (so high that P&G managers from corporate grumbled about “giving away the store”). Yet production costs were said to be half the costs of a conventional plant, and the true ratio was even lower; the Lima managers assumed that nobody would believe the real figures.14
Lima was a philosophical crown jewel for the technician system, and perhaps the single place in the world where sociotechnical ideas and practices had been given full rein. The chief philosopher there, the man who pushed Lima into its legendary status, was one of the great charismatic leaders in the history of American organizational change. Twenty years in the future, he would become (somewhat unfairly) labeled as a cult figure in a management scandal. But in 1967 he was simply a plant engineer, which is not very high in the Procter hierarchy, with a strong following among some of his P&G associates. They liked the way his conversation mixed nuts-and-bolts shop floor data with cosmological theories about the purpose of human life. His name was Charles Krone.

Charlie Krone was not a typical Procter production manager. Raised in Kansas, he had graduated from an experimental high school run by the psychologist Karl Menninger, a school where students were taught to study the processes of their own learning. He had an engineering degree from the University of Kansas and had done postdoctoral work in the philosophy of law at Northwestern. In the navy, he had been part of a group that rewrote the code of military justice. He had started his P&G career as an engineer at a fatty-alcohol plant, but as the technician system took hold, he had become increasingly committed to it. He was one of the first P&G people to attend a workshop at NTL in the early 1960s, in the days when Douglas McGregor was still consulting for Procter. After McGregor’s death in 1964, he had become one of twelve “organization development consultants” within P&G sent for in-depth training to the University of California at Los Angeles, of eminent NTLers, sociotechnical researchers, and Eric Trist himself.15
But Krone also pursued his own studies. During one of his visits to UCLA, he had been introduced to some of the teachings of the spiritual leader G. I. Gurdjieff. Gurdjieff was perhaps the first twentieth-century figure to expound Tibetan and Sufi mysticism in the West—certainly of all mystic leaders, he has been the most influential in business circles. (In Chapter Five, we will see his influence on the scenario planners of Royal Dutch/Shell.) Gurdjieff and his followers, who lived together in Paris from the 1920s through his death in 1957, developed a worldwide community composed of small groups of people who practiced and studied self-observation, group mirroring, and reflective dances.

Mankind, according to Gurdjieff, had gone astray.16 The “old world,” the materialist and nationalist global civilization that had created wars and suffering, was on the point of dying. Either it would extinguish itself and humanity would perish, or it would be replaced by a more highly evolved epoch. To prevent the former, Gurdjieffians took on a mission of a lifelong “war against sleep,” a constant battle against the numbing complacency of everyday existence. Gurdjieff had discovered that an immense personal power was available through increasing awareness—not just through study and discussion but through dancing, movement, theater, and meditation. Like the NTLers, Gurdjieffians used small groups as a kind of mirror of inner life, bringing to the surface the behavior and thoughts of people in the room.

To follow Gurdjieff’s path, you would have to learn to give up your habitual automatic knee-jerk reliance on your own gut feelings about right or wrong. Gurdjieff told a mythic story about the “kundabuffer”—an organ planted in the bodies of the earliest human ancestors, blocking them from fully experiencing reality. Though that organ had disappeared long ago, humans still carry the vestigial emotions that it spawned: self-love, vanity, swagger, pride, and arrogance. Any human being can be convinced of anything, Gurdjieff wrote. All you need to do is find a way to resonate with one of those vestigial misperceptions, buried so deeply within us that we are unaware of them. But if you could find a way to eliminate the automatic, learned, ego-driven responses within yourself, a void would be created, into which your true self could flow.

Charlie Krone would become linked, over the years, with Gurdjieffian thinking, but he also incorporated a variety of other sources into his thinking: Menninger the psychologist; Alfred Korzybski, the Polish American theorist of general semantics; Gurdjieff’s student J. G. Bennett; and Lama Anagarika Govinda, the Buddhist monk and writer who founded the Pali Tibetan Buddhist order of the Arya Maitreya Mandala. This was leavened with a heavy flavor of Socratic questioning and Charlie’s own cheerful, no-nonsense persona. He stood six foot six, with sharp features and shrewd, heavy-lidded eyes, and he weighed a rangy two hundred pounds. At meetings, he would hover silently in the corner like a benign giant, injecting questions every now and then that seemed to put everything into perspective. When he did speak, it was often to delineate a framework. This would typically be a conceptual sketch that showed how disparate factors fit together or introduced new ideas in a palatable way. Charlie distanced himself from corporate rituals and the trappings of authority, talking as easily to factory floor workers as to managers. He was the kind of guy who would sit down at a tense, confrontational union management meeting and say, “Let me show you how things would work if we could just operate as one system.”
All of this gave him a rare ability to draw people out and draw them into his orbit. He inspired intense loyalty among his friends at Procter, as if he were not just their friend and colleague but a kind of in-house spiritual teacher. Other Procterites didn’t care for him. They resented his cavalier approach to schedules, rules, and boundaries. In that tight, closely knit corporate culture where people were expected to keep their promises, Krone would schedule two or three meetings at once. Then, seemingly at the last minute, he would decide which one to show up at. Was he just being arbitrary and self-indulgent? Or (as his friends professed) was he deliberately acting as a trickster, to spur groups into stepping forward to think for themselves, without having to rely on himself or any other inspirational leader?

In 1966 Procter & Gamble chose Krone to form a team to plan a new demonstration factory. They selected a site at Lima, a half-day’s drive north of Cincinnati, just far enough away to escape the pull from headquarters. Krone was already talking to his closest associates at P&G about the need to go audaciously beyond the achievements of previous plants at Augusta and Mehoopany—even beyond what sociotechnical leaders like Eric Trist thought was possible. This new plant would deal explicitly with the emotional and psychological issues—the spiritual issues, really—that the technician system had raised. Borrowing from all the schools of thought they knew—Gurdjieff, Trist, NTL, systems design, and Tibetan and Sufi mysticism—he and the other Lima designers argued that the whole plant should be an “open system.” This did not mean democracy in any representative sense; if policy at Lima were decided by taking votes, then each person would only have one vote out of three hundred. To accomplish anything, they’d have to join a power bloc or special interest group; they’d spend their time politicking instead of taking part in the plant as a whole.

Instead Krone argued that the whole plant should embody learning. It would never be finished; it would never stop evolving during its lifetime. In addition, it would be conceived as a coherent whole. Not only would most people at the plant work at a variety of tasks (as in Augusta), but everyone in the plant would be aware of all the stages of the work.

As commonsensical as this approach might seem today, it was the opposite of the conventional way that factories were engineered, in which each stage was treated separately, and often designed separately, with components imported from different places.17
“Remember,” Krone said, “people are learning this process one stage at a time. People really learn the technology. And then they start putting in variations. They manage the thing rather than just turning buttons. When they really have a conceptual grasp for how the plant is put together, what it is designed to do, how to manage the variances, how to analyze all of that, and they are doing a lot of head work at the same time, then the work goes a lot better.”18
Krone encouraged technicians from the assembly line to explore every phase of corporate life, even such seemingly far removed functions as marketing. Tracking shelf turnover statistics from grocers, the technicians figured out how to raise the quality of the “market basket”: the likelihood that people with Biz and Downy in their shopping carts would also spend more money on other products. They did this in part by increasing quality; products that genuinely improve consumers’ lives tend to inspire other purchases. Gradually this improved the deals that P&G could cut with its retailers. As Lima manager Carol Sanders later recalled, “The reason Charlie was doing this was to increase the scope of the mind of the people in the operation. If they could conceive of where the product was going and improve the life of the consumer, that would change their minds—and then they’d do better overall.”
The distinctive capabilities of the Lima system, like its capacity for groundbreaking innovation, were inseparable from the plant’s overall culture. Suppose you were a technician with an idea for a machine that would place empty plastic bottles onto the conveyor belt instead of having someone place them by hand. You would raise the issue in your own team, knowing that nobody else would steal it, take credit for it, or dismiss it as dumb. Instead, they would challenge it: if they liked the idea, some would champion it with you, adding features of their own. The members would then take it to their other teams, and gradually the idea would filter through the plant.

If interest lasted long enough, a team of enthusiasts might form around this project; since you had proposed it, you might lead the team. You would rotate between time on the assembly line and time in this special project. All your fellow team members (including some engineers) would get an education available nowhere else, because your investigations would not be bound by the preconceptions of professionals. According to established engineers, for instance, a bottle-placing machine was technically impossible. But the team at Lima invented one. Procter ordered it, an industrial supplier built it (after meeting with various key participants in the plant), and it runs in Lima today.

Lima’s technicians soon became famous for the speed and ingenuity with which they handled difficult problems. In 1969, for instance, the state of Michigan outlawed phosphates in detergent. Ordinarily P&G’s product development engineers would have turned that change into an expensive, time-consuming, bureaucratic endeavor. But for Biz, the technicians sent a delegation to the supplier’s plant site to help develop a new material that could fit their process. They managed the changeover of formulation and packaging and ended up producing the only detergent that replaced phosphates without jacking up costs, reducing quality, affecting performance, or facing shortages of supplies.

And the rewards the technicians got? They were not paid as highly as managers, but the salary structure was set up to encourage team collaboration and individual learning. For example, the amount of pay was based not on seniority but on the number of “qualified blocks of skills” that a technician mastered. There was very little overtime at Lima; teams managed their own weekly schedule, and pay rates were high enough that they never got in the habit of sacrificing weekends for extra pay. Unlike at other plants, though, pay was not the only incentive at Lima. There was also an intangible kind of satisfaction from both the process of creation and the fact that Lima had no team leaders; everyone rotated in and out of the leadership positions, so that everyone had a stake in the whole operation. Krone dubbed this approach the “flowering organization” and drew an organization chart on the wall composed of interlocking circles, like an unfolding flower. Power rested not at the top but at the center, in each individual’s core leadership, and it filtered out to related areas of interest as needed.19
In place of consensus or democracy, there was a kind of jazz-eativity. Initiatives were carried out when someone championed them and nobody else came up with good reasons to get in the way. Real authority should be based, Krone would say, not on who had the highest rank, the best skills, or the most charisma but on who was ready to play a solo: who cared the most about that particular initiative and could act most effectively on it. To make the organization live up to that notion, the salaried managers had to take on a leadership role that was unfamiliar to most of them. Did they have enough faith in the process to let a problem go unsolved for as long as it took for someone to step forward to assume leadership? And would they have enough self-awareness—and this was the truly hard part—to recognize when it was appropriate for them to be the leader because they cared more than anyone else?

Hard as it was for the Lima managers, it would have been even tougher if they’d had to buck headquarters at the same time. Therefore, Lima’s leaders, despite some reservations, never protested the strict secrecy policy that all the technician plants had to adopt. Today, thirty years later, Procter & Gamble is one of the few companies that has built its manufacturing expertise into a long-standing source of competitive advantage.20 But for all the value of its knowledge in this field and all the management lessons it has had to offer America over the years, P&G’s innovations remain largely invisible to the public eye. In the late 1960s, it fell to a few heretical managers at an obscure division of a far more troubled company to introduce sociotechnical practice to the public eye.

One morning in 1966, in an isolated warehouse at a dog food plant in Kankakee, Illinois, a twenty-year-old night shift worker was discovered bound to a column with packaging tape. He was unhurt, but he could not get free. He furiously kicked against the tape because his shouting could not be heard. Once found, he was easily cut away, but figuring out what to do with him, or with the workers who had tied him up, was not so simple.

At that time, this plant, which made Gainesburgers and Gravy Train, belonged to the grocery products conglomerate General Foods: one of the oldest food manufacturers in the world, and at the time, as recognizable a company by name as its fellow behemoths General Motors and General Electric. That did not mean that its managers felt powerful. For instance, they were bound by strict regulations for hourly workers that had been negotiated with GF’s unions over the previous thirty years. At the Gaines dog food plant, a manager couldn’t sack workers outright without triggering a grievance from the Federated Grain Millers local. Depending on how hard the union fought, the manager might win the right to hire a replacement, but the manager might also find himself in a long drawn-out arbitration dispute. Even for an offense like taping a twenty-year-old man to a pole, firing or disciplining people was hardly worth the trouble. A manager who cared would have to find some other way of preventing that problem from happening again.

In this case, that task fell to the third-most senior person at the plant, engineering manager Ed Dulworth. He was thirty-one years old, a burly, boyish-looking man with wavy blonde hair and a genial, plain-spoken style. He had a volatile temperament and was prone to both enthusiasm and anger, but he also had a knack for making people feel comfortable. Of all the managers at Kankakee, Dulworth had the best rapport with hourly workers, which was why he was often tapped to deal with these sorts of problems. He stayed late the next night and called the boy’s coworkers together in an impromptu meeting. Why had they taped this kid to the pole? “We didn’t,” one of them said. “We found him there. We were trying to get him down.” Dulworth just stared at them. Amiably but persistently, he drew the truth out of them.

The kid, who had been hired a few days before, was working too hard. If he kept up his pace on the line, the rest of them would have had to speed up. They tried to warn him to slow down, but he couldn’t stop. He was too charged with nervous energy. So they taped him up there.

Dulworth had been through dozens of similar situations (indeed, they were endemic to American factories), and he knew what would happen: nothing. He was damned if he disciplined them harshly; they would just ignore any punishment he was allowed to give them. And yet he was damned if he laughed it off and let them go back to work. Unofficially he knew who was guilty, but officially, he couldn’t hold a hearing. Nobody, not even the kid, would testify. He couldn’t even move the kid to another locale or shift. Like everything else in the plant, the kid would just stay put.

That burned him. In a sense, Ed Dulworth had been running away from systems that “just stayed put” all his life. He had grown up in rural Michigan and then trained as a production engineer at General Motors. He had left GM when he saw that no matter how well he performed, he would have to “sit in the goddamn chair,” as they called the low-level supervising jobs, until he paid his dues as a manager. So in 1961 he’d come to this Gaines plant, and he’d advanced to become the youngest engineering manager in the entire General Foods system. He’d fulfilled his dream, or so he felt, of working in a place where people were judged on their performance, not on company politics. And his performance, in turn, depended on his geniality and open-mindedness. He had gotten in the habit, years before, of asking for help and advice from people who worked on the assembly lines he designed, and his systems tended to work better than those of engineers who thought they knew all the answers themselves.

Over the years, he’d also come to realize the value of looking at things from the other person’s point of view. The line workers who strapped up that kid, for instance, were reacting to the pressure that the whole plant felt. Semimoist dog foods, the generic name for cellophane-wrapped, pressed-together, semidry pellets like Gainesburgers, had surged in popularity during the last year or two. The new Gaines dry dog food, Gravy Train, was also extremely popular. Demand for both had grown fourfold in four years.

But at the GF headquarters in White Plains, New York (thirty miles north of New York City, a thousand miles from Kankakee), Gaines pet food was a low-prestige product. GF was a conglomerate, formed through a half-century’s worth of mergers. There was continual, bitter turf conflict among the divisions, or (as managers called them) “mafias”: glamorous Maxwell House versus household name Jell-O (the Jack Benny sponsor), versus technologically innovative Birds Eye (inventors of frozen foods), versus the profit center of Post cereals. Meanwhile, there was also an ongoing cross-divisional battle between the old-time production and sales people—gritty, matter-of-fact engineers and salesmen trained at municipal New York colleges—and the younger newcomers in marketing—arrogant and aggressive with Ivy League M.B.A.s. Nobody ever talked about that rivalry publicly, which made it all the more deadly. Since most managers shifted jobs every three years, anyone might land under a boss from another faction, who could block his advancement or fire him.

For the moment, a production man named Tex Cook was CEO, so the production guys had the upper hand. But the war had made both sides hunker down, avoid mistakes, and play strictly by the rules and procedures. Occasionally managers rebelled in small ways; one used footage of the GF corporate hallways in a mock-horror film: “Here is where the brain-dead sleep.”
Gaines, with its little dog food business, was not even a full division. None of the experts at headquarters expected it to develop a miracle product. When Gainesburgers took off, they didn’t quite believe it. They called it a fad, underestimating demand and underbudgeting investment, while the Kankakee facility struggled to keep up with its mushrooming orders.

Only a few years before, five hundred people had worked at Kankakee. Now seventeen hundred were packed into spots on the assembly line. Supervisors were under constant pressure to boost production, which meant haranguing the workers to move faster in a plant that was crowded, damp, and prone to temperature extremes. (Part of the plant, converted from a warehouse, had never been insulated.) People had to struggle with new equipment designed for a complex Gainesburger packaging process that was still being broken in. More than half the plant’s workforce was under twenty-eight years old; they’d been hired right out of high school and seemed angry to be there at all. Sensing the hostility of the supervisors, they retaliated with inarticulate, frustrated, and sometimes dangerous pranks. Some workers, for instance, nearly killed one unpopular manager by dumping a bucket of water on him while he was a hundred feet in the air, holding on to a vertical chain-link conveyor belt called a “man-lift.”
Dulworth also understood the resentment that supervisors and production managers felt. They too were mostly in their late twenties; the plant sometimes looked like a dank, subterranean city full of men just past their teenage years. The young managers usually came to Kankakee just out of business school, where they had studied the formulas for financial analysis and operations control. But they never learned the more crucial skills (as Dulworth saw them): how to listen to people or how to think on their feet. Those who learned these vernacular skills on the job soon got promoted elsewhere; Kankakee was a development arena, feeding managers to other plants in General Foods.21 The more inept managers stayed put. They complained regularly to Dulworth and the other senior managers about not being backed up when there was “trouble in the ranks.” They wanted Dulworth to “kick ass and take names”: to give harsher orders and punish the worst offenders.

Maybe that approach would have worked in the past, but now, in the mid-1960s, Dulworth thought it would create more bitterness and trouble than it solved. In effect, he felt stalemated, and he was thinking about leaving the company when, in 1966, a new operations manager arrived at Kankakee. (At the four biggest General Foods plants, which were Battle Creek, Hoboken, Dover, and Kankakee, the top executive had the title “operations manager” to distinguish him from mere “plant managers” at smaller facilities.) The new boss’s name was Lyman Ketchum, but people called him Ketch. In his late forties, bespectacled and grizzled-haired, he was a natural mentor for Ed Dulworth, and in fact soon came to regard him as a favored nephew.

Ketchum understood both the hourly workers and the low-level managers. He was the son of a fervent union man. His father, a carman for the Santa Fe Railroad, had lost his job when he led a bitter, violent railroad strike in the early 1920s. Ketch had gone to Kansas University on a football scholarship and then put himself through engineering school, determined never to feel the resentment of the system that he saw in his father. He had worked at a variety of jobs in the grocery and food industry, including plant management for Quaker Oats Company, the U.S. Naval Reserve, Safeway Stores, Staley Milling Company (a small feed manufacturer), and then General Foods. Like Dulworth, he knew how capable and motivated factory workers could be, and he had been somewhat influenced by a few management professors who had pushed, during the 1940s and early 1950s, for what they called participative management—giving workers influence over their work.22
But while Ketch remained convinced of the value of worker participation, he hadn’t thought much about it for several years. Beginning in the late 1950s, he had begun to work his way successfully out of the production track at General Foods and into marketing and regional sales. Then he had been tapped in 1965 for a dream job, the first that would really use his intellectual gifts: strategic planning for Gaines pet food. His first project had been a major report on the future of American consumers, influenced by a few farsighted people in the market research department. The mass audience was going to fragment into dozens of smaller, less homogeneous audiences, with vastly different tastes. Subcultures would appear among pet owners; for instance, there would be “anthropomorphists,” who treated their animals like people and relied on them for companionship. Ketchum argued that GF should produce multiple flavors for dogs whose owners thought they craved variety.

As far as Ketchum ever heard, the study was well received at GF, but his sympathizers in marketing heard differently: the Ivy Leaguers who ran that function mocked them. “Treating a dog like people? That’s sick!”23 A plan to redesign Gaines Biscuits and Bits packages to emphasize companionship was turned down because the corporate plan said it wasn’t time yet to change the package. (The marketing man who proposed the plan left the company in disgust; when his redesign finally went through two years later, it received the Pet Food Institute’s Package of the Year award and probably quadrupled sales.)24
Ketchum, meanwhile, spent only four months in planning. A reshuffling at the top had led to a battle over who would head the Kankakee plant. As the only candidate acceptable to both sides, he was drafted in what was seen as a great career break. “Going to Kankakee is like going to the bank,” one GF executive told him. If he could run the plant effectively, he was slated to become general manager of the pet food business.

But Lyman, from the moment he got to Kankakee, could see the Gaines problems all too clearly—and their roots in the corporate investment policies. During his many visits back to White Plains (for he had purchasing, inventory, manufacturing, and engineering responsibilities for all of Gaines), he began to speak out about the stresses on the plant. Salespeople would ask him to fill new orders, and he would say, “All right, but which of our old customers do you want to ask to wait?”
In the early 1960s, the GF human resource staff began promoting NTL T-Groups to help ease tensions among the “mafias.” Ketchum’s turn came up, as it happened, a month before he left for Kankakee. A year later, after hearing about it from Ketchum, Ed Dulworth signed up.

Both men were impressed with T-Groups, but Dulworth in particular felt an awakening within himself. In his session, which took place in a hotel on the Jersey shore, one man convincingly portrayed himself as an outstanding management expert. But the group’s conversation broke through the man’s veneer and revealed him to be (as Dulworth later recalled it) “the biggest schmuck in the group.” The “schmuck” finally confessed that his marriage was falling apart and he was in danger of losing his job because he kept fighting with his fellow managers. Seeing this man’s defenses, Dulworth understood a little better what drove the many self-appointed experts at GF, whose arbitrary-seeming judgments had stymied him throughout his career.

When he saw his wife after the session, he began immediately raving about the fabulous insights he’d felt and about what it meant to be a more open person. She stiffened, so he began to probe into her responses, to draw her out as the T-Group leaders did. She burst into tears. He saw, then and there, how threatening all this talk about “being remade” could be to someone who wasn’t prepared for it with two weeks of camaraderie, and he resolved to keep a low profile around the plant about this group dynamics stuff.

Nonetheless, the T-Group had left him with a more philosophical perspective. He still had to deal with rigorous paperwork, but it no longer made him fume. It was just a symptom of deeper problems in the system, and he began to talk more freely with Ketchum and a few other managers at Kankakee about performance and sabotage problems: “There’s something wrong here. What on earth is going on?” They could admit they had no answers, at least to each other, without the constant fear most managers have of appearing not to be in control of the situation. They thought more coherently about the welfare of everyone in the plant, as if everyone were part of a single community. Ketchum would catch himself, as he drove to work, musing about the other people who worked there. “What is each one of them thinking right now?”
The two men began to treat people more judiciously, to set up opportunities to talk through problems, and to invite involvement, to some small degree, from workers.25 And by 1967 behavior began to change a little. First-line supervisors were a little less likely to blame the workers; workers were a little less likely to sabotage their work. Ketchum had time to put together a long-range facility plan, a project most GF managers never got to because they were too busy dealing with crises. Yet when he looked at the Kankakee plant as a whole, he despaired: there were too many people, too entrenched, with too many constituencies at White Plains or in the union to change just because a senior manager was promoting a new crusade. Ketchum wished he could start Kankakee over from scratch.

That fall, when the senior executives at General Foods finally began to talk seriously about expanding Kankakee, Ketchum argued instead for designing a new plant. Typically launching a new factory was a cumbersome, rushed process in which cadres of construction engineers, financial controllers, and personnel managers battled with the specs and regulations. The plant manager and his staff, let alone the workers, were never asked for advice about the building in which they would spend their days. This time, Ketchum said, let us “unlearn” every traditional practice, and design the plant as a single effort. We’ll spend six months researching how the most farsighted, high-performance plants in the world are organized. Then we’ll develop a plan for the site, the management, the adaptation of machinery from Kankakee, and the labor force all simultaneously, all working together, as if we were creating them all from scratch on a blank sheet of paper.

Ketchum knew vaguely, from people he had met at NTL, that dramatic innovations were taking place in factories at Procter & Gamble, at Westinghouse, at AT&T, and in Sweden. He began to think that his little dog food division could learn from these examples and design a plant where people treated each other with grace and civility, and in turn set an example for others. It would be a daring deed for General Foods—a mission into uncharted territory. Nothing like this had ever been written into a rule book. He and Dulworth knew already, for example, that they would have to organize the factory’s work around collaborative teams, but they had no idea how to compose the teams, how to set up pay scales, or how to fulfill a thousand other needs and details. They would have to figure all this out as they went along while still creating a profitable dog food factory.

For more than a year, the division managers of Gaines pet food, as well as the GF corporate executives, resisted Ketchum’s idea. They relented only after a strike erupted in October and another was narrowly averted the following August. The grievances in both cases were the same: intolerable working conditions and long hours. By the end of the summer of 1968, Ketch had preliminary approval to scout around for a new site for a $12 million facility. Looking near Kansas City, to be close to freight lines and sources of grain, they finally found a site a few miles outside Topeka on a desolate, windswept stretch of prairie next to the railroad tracks.

Dulworth, in addition to his job at Kankakee, worked nights developing a technical design for this new plant in Topeka. He continued that work even after January, when Lyman appointed him manufacturing and engineering manager—the second-highest post at Kankakee. Lyman, meanwhile, persistently battled with senior executives at the Post division, where Gaines had been assigned during a reorganization. The Post corporate engineer insisted on putting engineers in every senior position; Ketchum argued back that it was more important to assign sophisticated managers of people. Meanwhile, for the all-important job of plant manager, the Post division president suggested an advertising and merchandising veteran who had never run a production facility before. When he heard that, Ketchum could barely control his temper. He still didn’t know many of the details of this new plant, but he knew that it would require far more invention and sensitivity than an ordinary start-up. If it didn’t have experienced and enthusiastic managers of people at the helm, it wouldn’t fly. Unfortunately Ketchum didn’t have any suitable candidates of his own to suggest.

Finally, one night early in 1969 at a bar in Kankakee, Ketch confessed his despair to Ed. How would they ever find a plant manager in time for the start-up date? “Look,” Ed said, “if you want me to, I’ll take the job.” Both of them knew that Dulworth was one of the few candidates whom Ketchum and the White Plains executives could agree on. Nonetheless, Lyman said no at first; he was reluctant to gut Kankakee by removing Ed, and he wasn’t sure it was Ed’s best possible career move. Dulworth had to convince him that Topeka had become his baby too.

In April 1969, Ketchum and Dulworth were allowed to assemble a planning team. They felt some urgency because Kankakee was already overburdened and the new Topeka plant was overdue. But they took a few months to educate themselves. They read management books; visited consultants to ask about pay systems, facilities, and motivation studies; and tracked down every facility they could find that had tried something better than the conventional authoritarian approach.

Ketchum and Dulworth didn’t realize that they were about to create the first major factory showplace of the postindustrial era. Nor could they foresee that their own careers would become a visible warning of how large corporations can martyr their visionaries. All that was still in the future. For the moment, they were simply asking: Had anyone, anywhere in America or around the rest of the world, ever created a plant like the one that Lyman and Ed imagined in their hearts?

Here they were extraordinarily lucky. One of their long-standing consultants was Purdue University professor Richard Walton, who was moving that year to the Harvard Business School. Walton had been a trainer at NTL, a labor negotiation specialist, and an expert on conflict resolution. He already saw that his own reputation could be bound up with this new General Foods project. He spent many hours helping with the plans for the new plant and began writing about it for management journals before the plant opened. Walton had also spent some time at UCLA, where he had gotten to know Charlie Krone. He offered to introduce the Gaines people to the seer from Procter & Gamble.

The General Foods people flew to meet Krone in his Cincinnati office and came away impressed on several levels. “He talked about Augusta, Lima and Mehoopany,” Dulworth later recalled. “Jeez! These were big-time, total designs, committed to a radically different approach.” It was also noteworthy how the Lima designers balanced their commitments to the new management philosophy and the old attitudes back at P&G headquarters.

Almost unwittingly, Krone and Dulworth had slipped under the Procter “soapsuds curtain.” Charlie grandly dismissed all concerns about secrecy. “Procter has a social responsibility to share what we’re doing with others,” he told Ketchum and Dulworth. They assumed that he meant openness was Procter’s policy; they didn’t know he was speaking only about his own policy. Krone was also helping managers at the British chemical company ICI and at DuPont. He believed that open systems in general had more to gain by sharing their techniques than bottling them up. True, he forswore writing or speaking publicly about Lima, but only because he thought no one could do the concept justice except through in-depth consultations. He had a Zen-like belief that seekers should find masters only when they were ready to learn in depth, not when they wanted a quick answer. Ketchum and Dulworth were clearly eager to learn in depth.

They learned that the rest of Procter was not so open when they tried to verify what Krone told them. Somehow they obtained the design document for the Mehoopany plant. They figured they would follow up by going to Mehoopany, but no one let them inside. Instead they hung around the town’s bars and bowling alleys, collaring plant workers to ask them what was going on. “It was a major learning experience,” Dulworth said later, “to hear that it was alive, and not just words. It gave us lots of confidence.”
Meanwhile, the Topeka project continued to ruffle feathers back at White Plains. Ketchum deliberately asked nobody from the powerful Post engineering and financial staffs to join the five-person Topeka planning group.26 He had enough trouble with staff people as it was. Someone from personnel would pull out a policies and procedures book, and Ketchum would drawl, “Well, we’re not going to have one.” What about a controller? A personnel department? A quality control department? “No, we don’t need any of those either.”
They had also decided not to invite a union to organize the plant. This was in part a selling point at White Plains, and it meant they could experiment with shifting work rules far more easily. Later this would be a point of academic criticism against the plant. It wasn’t an exercise in “workplace democracy,” but an impossible showplace whose successes could never be duplicated in, say, Kankakee. Hourly workers, in particular, belong to a different class from the managers; they don’t want involvement or improved performance because they don’t share any ownership. They want the egalitarianism that comes from union membership, where they know that everyone with equal seniority is paid the same and they don’t have to compete with each other. They want the relief of not having to live in fear, not having to deal with the kind of political battles that were starting to irritate Ed Dulworth and Lyman Ketchum. Or so the critics claimed.

For their part, Dulworth and Ketchum had talked to many shop floor workers who wanted more involvement as long as management could be trusted to keep its word. And neither Dulworth nor Ketchum felt the visceral, venomous resentment of unions that colored many managers’ attitudes. Ketchum still maintained a close relationship with his labor organizer father, and one of the moments that Dulworth found most disturbing, during the research phase, was a visit to a “work redesign” team at Westinghouse that went into action only when there was wind of a union organizing campaign.

To help ensure that Topeka would be different, Dulworth invited onto the design team an hourly worker named Don Lafond, a maintenance craft foreman from the Kankakee shop floor. Lafond, insightful and thoughtful, was an unofficial counselor to other workers in the plant and had put himself through night school to learn electrician skills. He had also been a union shop steward and local president, which made him indispensable for understanding potential grievances that the rest of the design team would otherwise miss.

At first the rest of the team had trouble getting used to him. Lafond wasn’t articulate in the way a college-educated General Foods–assimilated manager would be. He didn’t know how to prepare and package his thoughts before he spoke. He would see something in the Topeka plans that didn’t make sense—a design where workers could change the arrangement of work flow only by plugging in a preprogrammed cartridge, for instance—and he would shyly raise his hand and launch into an interminable preamble about how he was just a farm boy and people on farms learned to be jacks-of-all-trades. That would all be a warm-up for his main point: “You guys are trying to make everything idiot-proof again. I don’t want there to be only one person in the plant who knows how to program the line.”
In December the design team faced its biggest test: a series of presentations of the detailed Topeka plan to GF headquarters. One presentation stuck in Dulworth’s mind for years. It came at a tough moment: the president of the Post division had recently told Lyman Ketchum that he would never be promoted again. Apparently Ketch had ruffled too many feathers in assembling the Topeka team. “This was at the height,” he later recalled, “of the most creative work I had ever done in my life. Once I realized that my career was in jeopardy, that made me all the more determined. If I was going to go down in flames, I would go down my own way.”
Dulworth had not yet been tagged with a negative label, and he handled most of the presentation. The pitch was based on the point that workers, even assembly-line workers, aren’t in it just for the money. “People have ‘ego’ needs,” Dulworth argued. “They want self-esteem, a sense of accomplishment, autonomy, increasing knowledge, and skill and data on their performance. People invest more when they have these things.”27
The new plant would be designed to capitalize on that aspect of human nature, he said. It would have a minimum workforce, in which teams measured their own work and set their own goals. The managers, without the need to watch over people so closely, would be free to develop innovations. Dulworth and Ketchum estimated, on the basis of their research, that the new factory might expect productivity gains of 50 percent.

Sitting at the end of the table that winter morning was Jim Stone, the vice president of operations for all of General Foods.28 Despite the lofty title, Stone’s was a staff position; he advised, rather than controlled, the divisional managers of the GF “mafias.” But he spoke for the organization as a whole, not just for the pet food division. To move forward, they needed his support. And Stone was sympathetic: he had long been interested in finding ways of making manufacturing more efficient and using insights from people on the assembly lines.29 He saw that the Topeka plant would give General Foods an opportunity to experiment firsthand.

In the carefully orchestrated corporate meetings of the mid-1960s, senior managers did not speculate or join in any presenter’s enthusiasm. Instead Stone sat there—not antagonistically but impassively, as if marking time—while Ed Dulworth grew progressively more nervous. Finally, the vice president for operations gave his judgment: “I don’t think this is going to work.” He then added a benediction that Dulworth had never heard before during his professional life: “But you are free to fail.”
Being free to fail seemed to make Lyman promotable after all. In early 1970, he became the first operations manager for the Gaines pet food business overall. He interpreted the appointment as a vote of confidence in the new Topeka approach and as an unofficial opportunity to become an organizational change agent for all of General Foods, helping plants convert to the team system. Ketchum’s move was a blow for Dulworth, however; he hadn’t quite imagined life at Topeka without Ketchum right there, and now he had to run interference with headquarters. Instead of being protected, he was now the buffer.

Meanwhile, the first skeleton members of the Topeka crew moved into the plant, including Don Lafond and six people slated to be leaders of the Topeka teams when it opened. They were deliberately chosen to be diverse: a recent college graduate, a former auto plant supervisor from Ford, a college coach, a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy, and a Food and Drug Administration inspector who also owned and ran a farm. Topeka was originally due to open in September of that year, but construction delays pushed the date back to January 1971. In the meantime, from a makeshift office in a storefront, the team leaders hired sixty-three plant staffers. At first, they ran applicants through an elaborate set of tests, but after a while they realized that they only needed to give them a plant tour. “We don’t know exactly what this job is going to be,” Dulworth would tell the applicants, “but you can pretty much make it what you want. The more you want to do, the more you’ll be able to do.” People who responded eagerly were probably Topeka material.

Within a few months of opening, the plant began to show the same kind of results that had been so impressive at Lima. Production costs were 40 percent below Kankakee’s, and absenteeism held at a remarkable 2 percent rate (Kankakee’s was 15 percent). Total production rose to three hundred tons of dog food per day, the plant’s target, and it never fell below.

The plant found its first in-depth critic that year. A doctoral student of Dick Walton named Mike Brimm, researching his dissertation for the Harvard Business School, spent the summer of 1971 on the shop floor; Dulworth wouldn’t admit him unless he agreed to work all summer. Brimm took on the job wholeheartedly. He didn’t just interview his subjects; he worked with them, went swimming with them, and drank with them at 7:00 a.m. (Night-shift crew members often gathered in a field outside for a sunrise after-work beer.) Afterward Brimm would hurry home to record what he remembered into a tape recorder. Trained in Marxist theory, Brimm had deliberately set up his dissertation to look at the plant from two perspectives. To a sociotechnical theorist, it was an unqualified success. To a socialist, it was a failed attempt to mollify the working class within a capitalist framework. Yet he had to admit that the feeling of democracy was palpable, particularly when compared to his earlier visit to Kankakee.

For one thing, the plant was modern and temperature controlled. The square, grooved, five-story gleaming white tower at the plant’s center rose from the stark Kansas fields like the last rook on a giant chessboard. Inside (like every other pet food plant) it stank of tallow and grain, but in every other respect it was a comfortable place to work. Most factories are laid out horizontally, but Topeka was designed as a living silo. Starting in bins at the top of the building, grain dropped through the floors, propelled by gravity, traveling through successive stages of production as it fell. Sections of the plant were painted bright colors that showed the flow of work; meeting rooms became natural centers where teams gravitated to compare notes or argue. Instead of supervisors (the Kankakee word for foreman), there were “team members” and “team leaders” (the GF designers had decided against importing the sterile term technician from Procter & Gamble). Unlike Kankakee, the Topeka plant had no reserved parking places for managers, and there was only one lunchroom, where everybody ate together at large round tables. The break rooms had carpeting, table tennis, and (most incomprehensible of all to GF headquarters) a television set. There was no bathroom on the first floor, so managers and workers used the same facility, and there was only one entrance, so everyone used the same door. There were no fences, no guards, and no locks on the lockers. When large quantities of dog food were found missing, the teams of workers laid a trap and caught the thief in the act.

Pay scales, instead of being based on seniority or the boss’s favor, were based on knowledge. Team members decided when their fellow team members were ready for more pay simply by trusting them to handle a particular task.30 (The design team had considered hiring everyone on a salary basis, but Ketchum knew he couldn’t sell that to the executives at White Plains. He didn’t even try.) Teams also set their hours and breaks and dealt with their own problems in meetings. If you were regularly late, the people who had to cover for you might ask you to cut them some slack. If that didn’t work, then the whole team would talk about it at the next meeting. All this felt controlling and cliquish at times, but it gave the factory a barn-raising atmosphere. When railroad boxcars showed up full of hundreds of hundred-pound bags of dog food ingredients, every team member (including the team leaders) dropped what they were doing and pitched in to unload them.31
Brimm himself worked at nearly every job in the plant, sometimes in teams that processed the dog food and sometimes in teams that packaged it. He examined railroad carloads of incoming grain for infestation by insects (“a job for neither acrophobes nor those with queasy stomachs”32); he worked the assembly line where dog food was injected into bags; and he was a “humper” at the end of the line, piling fifty-pound packages onto wooden pallets. Normally everyone took two-hour turns as humpers, but there was a six-hour first-day initiation that Mike, like all his fellow team members, endured. “When I first saw you come in the door,” one of his coworkers told him that day, “I said, ‘Here comes Joe College to snoop around and keep clean.’ Now, I see that you’re a regular guy.”33
Most of all, Brimm was impressed with the ways in which team members learned the work from each other. They felt free to cause “some losses in short-run productive efficiency,” he wrote, “to net an increase in learning.” The team expert on a repair operation would typically stand a few feet back when training someone else and let the person fumble through repairs, jumping in only when the novice asked for help. In Kankakee, workers had deliberately tried to keep production down, for that was their only weapon against the system. Here, Brimm wrote, “It was not uncommon for a passing fork-lift operator to stop and offer me tips on an easier way to pack bales.” Despite his many years as a student, he added, “I have encountered few teachers and colleagues who exhibit the patience, skill, and sensitivity which I observed and experienced among this work force. . . . My successes were rewarded with smiles and slaps on the back; my failures, with compassionate concern and assistance.’”34
Other workers were also impressed with the place. Many referred to Topeka as “us” and internalized the corporate goals: “Trucking the product to market will cost us $5,000 more a day,” or “Our product has to have a rich, red color or the consumer will buy Purina next time.”35 Comments like that brought out Brimm’s Marxist suspicions. After all, the plant did not belong to these workers, no matter how much they felt they owned it. Suppose they insisted on replacing that backbreaking humping job with expensive machinery, which the accountants had already rejected because the payback period was too long?36 Suppose they wanted to stop making dog food and produce something else? Suppose they wanted to use the increased profits from the plant to raise their own pay or hire more workers? They’d soon see that they were free to make decisions only “as long as these yielded the same outcomes that the higher-level authority would have chosen (had he been there).”37 The managers set the goals; the workers merely had a bigger voice in how to implement them.

And, indeed, when Brimm returned for follow-up interviews the following summer in 1972, many of the workers had discovered the limits of the system. The feeling of being pioneers had leveled off. Ketchum had lobbied to have a second plant (to make canned dog food) built on the site, and now there were disputes about who would be team leaders in the new plant. Most telling of all, the people who had talked about utopian dreams the previous years now said to Brimm, in effect: Don’t get me wrong. My job here is the best I could find anywhere in Kansas—maybe anywhere at all. But it’s still just a job.

“We were all in the clouds for a long time,” one worker told him. “Sometimes I think the people out in the office still are. But 300 tons of dog food a day, every day, can bring you down to earth in a hurry—particularly if you’re the one who’s making it. Some of the guys really crashed down when they realized this.”38
You might think just having a job is not that awful a fate, particularly when American manufacturers were beginning a twenty-five-year period of downsizing and shifting jobs overseas. But Ketchum and Dulworth, like Eric Trist and Charlie Krone before them, began to feel a bit messianic. Only by making the job more than just a job could you realize the incredible performance gains. But when Ketchum, in particular, tried to communicate this back to the people in White Plains, he encountered nonchalant skepticism instead of the enthusiasm he had hoped for.

Staff people calling from White Plains knew nothing of improved performance; they knew only that when they called Topeka for the quality control or pricing data they needed fast, they had to wait on the line, fuming, until someone rounded up Ed Dulworth or Don Lafond. “Well, we can get that data,” Lafond might say. “But not within twenty-four hours. We have to get it from the teams.”
“Well, who can I talk to right now?” the staff member would snap.

“Anybody in team A might be doing quality this week. We’ll have to find out. Team B doesn’t come on until eleven. Are you sure I can’t call you back?”
A plant manager not knowing who was “doing quality” was like a commanding officer not knowing the name of his quartermaster. But when the staff member went to complain to Ketchum, he would simply say, “You don’t need those measures in the first place. They don’t really help production, do they?” Ketchum may have been right, but the word began to get around in White Plains that performance at Topeka was out of control. The plant couldn’t even make its numbers.

It was a shame, you might hear in the Maxwell House or Jell-O office, because everyone had always liked Lyman, but ever since this Topeka project, he’d become unbearable. This sort of flak hit practically everyone at some time in their career. But it worried Ketchum. He called Charlie Krone, asking, “Where can I find an expert to help me talk to these engineers?” Krone referred him to Eric Trist, whom Lyman invited to speak to a conference of General Foods manufacturing managers. The two men, who had been only vaguely aware of each other, became lifelong friends that night; eventually they collaborated on a book together.39
Trist, as part of his research, had studied the diffusion of pilot projects like Topeka. He had concluded that they were a losing game. They almost never influenced organizations like General Foods, which were set up, almost as if by design, to discourage any single division from learning from any of the others. “Don’t get stuck,” Trist told Ketchum, “on changing General Foods.” Topeka’s success, he predicted, would eventually stimulate other projects around the world.

It was a prescient remark. In the early 1970s, hand-wringing over American worker discontent—”blue-collar blues,” it had come to be called—was percolating through the federal government and some parts of academia. If corporations continued to set up their plants in the traditional manner, workers might erupt as blacks had in the early 1960s. At the same time, more voices like Dick Walton’s were recognizing that the brutal atmosphere of most production plants might have an effect on productivity and performance. And a report commissioned by Elliot Richardson, the secretary of health, education and welfare under Richard Nixon, concluded that working conditions in the United States were harmful to physical and mental health.

The task force leaders, James O’Toole and Edward Lawler III, would go on to become two of the most influential leadership and management writers in academia. And the resulting wave of conferences and books, known loosely as the quality of working life (QWL) movement, would gather force for several years in the United States and England. They studied the examples of companies like W. L. Gore, which operated through groups of self-directed “associates,” and harman/kardon, an audio equipment company with a high-performance plant in Bolivar, Tennessee, which Michael Maccoby helped design. (The CEO of harman/kardon, Sidney Harman, published several books on workplace improvement and later became a Washington philanthropist, married to Los Angeles congresswoman Jane Harman.) Eric Trist by this time was old enough to play the role of senior eminence; he spent years involved with a group of businesses in Jamestown, New York, that sought to use workplace reform to revitalize the entire economy of the region. The QWL movement was also noteworthy because it involved labor leaders, such as the United Auto Workers’ Irving Bluestone and Donald Ephlin, and it led directly to great innovative experiments in the auto industry, like GM’s Saturn division (for whom Ephlin helped organize flexible job structures in exchange for a guarantee of no layoffs). But in the end, neither the union nor management accepted the ideas. As O’Toole and Lawler later wrote, “U.S. automakers and the UAW turned their backs on promising efforts to adopt [high-involvement] practices. . .and are paying a heavy price today for that mistake.”40
In the QWL context, Topeka was big news. General Foods at that time was the largest mainstream company willing to talk publicly about its success. So starting in 1971, Ed Dulworth, Lyman Ketchum, and their adviser Dick Walton were invited, more and more, to make presentations about the fundamental industrial shift going on at Topeka.

In November 1972, Richard Walton published an article on the Gaines plant in the Harvard Business Review.41 The following February, the New York Times ran a front-page story on the plant. Then NBC-TV covered it; then Newsweek, Business Week, and Reader’s Digest. The articles tended to mention experiments going on at other companies42 and then single out Topeka as the prime example of the next generation of industrialism. “We fit with the times,” Dulworth said later. “We had a demonstration of a different kind of working life, one that valued individuals and wasn’t highly structured. You could wear a beard and tennis shoes.”
Spurred by the news reports, other companies began sending emissaries to visit the Gaines plant. The Japanese Productivity Institute, for instance, sent forty people; they endured three days of intensive study amid the stench of dog food. Eventually tours became so numerous that Dulworth charged fees. The most senior General Foods executives blessed the idea of making Topeka a public example. (GF had just had to publicly write off a series of large losses and bad investments—the first such write-off in its history. Topeka provided welcome positive publicity.) After the NBC broadcast about Topeka, Dick Walton ran into General Foods president Arthur Larkin at a party at the Harvard Club in New York. “Art, do you really understand what you’ve got in that plant?” he asked the president. Shortly afterward, Ketchum’s appointment to his internal consulting job was approved. He would now be able to work full time, helping other GF facilities follow Topeka’s example. A community of people involved in this type of work design was emerging, and General Foods would be at the forefront.

The short happy life of Topeka’s influence at General Foods ended in April 1973. That month, the Atlantic Monthly published excerpts from a forthcoming book, Job Power, by a writer named David Jenkins who described both Topeka and Lima. It was the first time Procter & Gamble’s Lima had been mentioned in print. Jenkins wrote, inaccurately, that teams at Lima, without any direction from management, hired their own people and set their own salaries. He found, and quoted, the elusive Charlie Krone: “The plant was designed from the ground up to be democratic. The technology—the location of instruments, for example—was designed to stimulate relationships between people, and to allow people to affect their own environment.”43 No doubt Charlie had said something like this, but for his career, it was the worst possible quote. In the tough-minded P&G culture, “democracy on the shop floor,” no matter how much it helped performance, was not a plus.

Meanwhile, Tex Cook, the chairman of General Foods, made a formal visit to Topeka. At lunch, as Ketchum later recalled it, he mentioned all the help Charlie Krone had given. Cook once had been a star executive at Procter & Gamble; he had left for General Foods in 1950. “I still know the chairman of P&G,” he said. “Would you like me to mention this to him?” Ketchum eagerly said yes, thinking it would help his friend. But it was the worst possible help he could have given Krone. First, it revealed that Krone had broken the secrecy barrier, and the Atlantic leaks were not a fluke. Worse still, General Foods and Procter & Gamble were competitors; both companies, for instance, made coffee. Perhaps worst of all, Tex Cook was not a credible source at P&G. He had committed one of P&G’s most heinous cultural sins: leaving the company and doing well elsewhere.

Suddenly outside manufacturing consultants were banned at P&G on the grounds that they learned more than they imparted. The ban would last almost a decade. Krone was put under a form of house arrest, limited (as best as he could be limited) to Ivorydale (P&G’s oldest plant, in Cincinnati) and Lima, and especially forbidden to work with other companies. Surreptitiously, however, he continued to bring outside managers into his consulting meetings. The first visitors, from the British chemical company ICI, were grudgingly accepted at Ivorydale because ICI was a Procter supplier and customer. Then Krone began to visit DuPont, whose managers showed up occasionally at the informal breakfast meetings he conducted in Cincinnati. From them, he began to get an idea of how much he could earn as an independent consultant.

The group of Procter & Gamble managers who had built the Lima plant, along with their wives, was coalescing into a tightly knit group of friends during the 1970s, a kind of midwestern Bloomsbury. They spent weekends together in impromptu study groups, instigated by Charlie’s wife, Bonnie, in which they talked about Gurdjieff’s ideas and the ramifications of their new workplace philosophy. It was not just a vehicle for increasing performance. They were creating a new type of community, they decided: a habitat that could raise the awareness and capability of the community’s members. They read up on the great communal experiments of nineteenth-century America: Robert Owen’s New Harmony, Indiana, and the transcendentalists’ Brook Farm. Ultimately they even chipped in to buy and restore a run-down cattle farm in southern Indiana by hassling through the knotty questions that come up when people share a common property. Some of the members had teenage kids; some didn’t. Some members had skills directly usable on the farm; others had never picked up a shovel. Some were willing to drive a hundred miles on a cold winter morning to empty the silage into feed bumpers so the cows could eat. How could the partnership compensate all these people fairly? In long meetings, the eleven couples gradually evolved a semiformal system so complicated that they never fully wrote it down. It couldn’t be written down, because it depended on the informal web of relationships and trust that they had built between them.

Krone himself became more and more remote at Procter & Gamble. With an entr~ee through some of his UCLA contacts, he had begun to spend time on the West Coast. One day Krone’s boss dropped in to the office of Charlie Eberle, another long-standing champion of the technician approach. “You know,” said the visitor, “Charlie Krone is going into business for himself.”
“I hadn’t heard,” Eberle said.

They were going to let him go, the visitor said matter-of-factly. “He’ll make a hell of a lot more than we can pay him. We’re really stretching now to keep his compensation where it is.”
Years later Eberle remembered that exchange as an early signal of how Charlie Krone’s style was changing. In 1977, at the suggestion of some of his UCLA contacts, the Krones moved away from Cincinnati to Carmel, California, to a house on the ocean in which Carl Rogers had once lived. Rumors began to circulate back at the conservative Cincinnati Procter & Gamble headquarters: Charlie was living in an ashram on a cliff. He conducted meetings in white robes, burning incense, while devotees in the audience chanted ritualistic hymns.

The reality was more prosaic. Starting with several faculty members and students from Stanford and UCLA, as well as some disenchanted managers, Charlie Krone had begun to assemble a core group of consultants who were eager to try the sorts of techniques that had worked at Lima in a wide variety of settings. Krone was more aware than ever before of the need to train people to lead such efforts, so he began to convene training sessions for them every six weeks—one series on the West Coast and one on the East. He opened the sessions by putting up his abstract “frameworks,” like the flower diagram. Each one described a relationship between the structure of power, authority, or process flow at a workplace, and the attitudes and goals of the people in the situation. And then everyone would talk through the frameworks.

Krone wore sweaters and jeans, not robes, to his meetings, which he conducted with the same friendly, matter-of-fact approach that had served him well at P&G. He drove an old Mercedes from his Carmel seaside home to market and back, like his wealthy neighbors. He talked of mysticism, but he still combined it with practical stories of results achieved at Lima and elsewhere. He talked frequently, with admiration, about the achievements at Topeka. But pilot programs, limited to a single workplace or factory, would always fall short of the ideal. Krone was beginning to tackle with his small group of colleagues the same problem that had inspired Robert Blake and Jane Mouton’s package of managerial grid instruments. Any significant change in the corporate world would have to take place on a large scale, involving the organization as a whole. It would have to be planned, with the breadth of a political campaign and the depth of a personal epiphany.

This challenge represented the central problem of corporate change, and at the time it looked as if Charlie Krone’s group, with its blend of systems understanding, spiritual practice, work design, and practical engineering theory, might have a chance of solving it. Meanwhile, back at P&G, despite the company’s strengths in operations compared to competitors, it would never again be a source of the underlying idea that Charlie Krone had fostered: that the right kind of systems awareness and practice could change the world, one factory at a time.

Ketchum and Dulworth were themselves more vulnerable starting in 1973, in part because their most prominent protectors disappeared. Jim Stone, for instance, was promoted to run GF’s Latin America/Far East division. Repercussions began to move against Ketchum as inexorably as the denouement of a Greek tragedy. Once, he returned to find his horizons literally shrunk: he had been moved into a smaller office. Instead of directing new plants, his job was reduced to advising the new plant managers. He had set up a network of sympathetic managers from different plants to compare techniques, but managers were discouraged from attending by their bosses. Plant managers were not supposed to talk regularly across channels. The corporate industrial engineering group conducted a major performance analysis and discredited Topeka’s breakthroughs. (Years later it was recognized that the study was biased against Topeka and flawed in its accounting—for instance, the way it amortized the costs of new equipment.)

The worst blow to Ketchum’s credibility at GF came when he was told to report to Betty Duval, the vice president in charge of organization development and compensation. Ten years earlier, Betty Duval and Ketchum might have been allies. As one of the first vice president–level women in the Fortune 500, she had come up through the training department. In the 1960s, she had brought T-Groups to General Foods—in effect, helping start Ketchum on the path that led him to the Topeka work. She still saw her role as changing the GF culture by putting the managers through communications training, to help them work together better across the barricades of the General Foods mafias. To Betty Duval, Ketchum’s ideas were applicable strictly to the shop floor, with no broader interest. He, meanwhile, saw her as a politically motivated meddler without real power. It was as if they had been brought together to undermine each other.

“She tried to get me to become part of her team of OD consultants,” Ketchum later said, “helping traditional factory managers learn to communicate better. The only trouble was that, under my system, there wouldn’t be traditional factory managers. We didn’t want to get people to fit into the system; we wanted to change the system. And she didn’t want to hear me talk about that.”
It was true that Ketchum could never explain clearly enough what he was trying to do. When he tried, all Duval heard was jargon. He’d talk about a “total systems approach,” or he’d offer comments like, “This is the only way.” It came across as too academic, too theoretical, too mysterious. Finally, he began to talk about the “Topeka phobia” at General Foods. People were afraid, he said, of opening their minds to see what Topeka had accomplished. Now senior managers began to complain to Duval: Couldn’t she do anything about this missionary guy?

Resolved to prove everyone wrong, Ketchum teamed up with the amenable manager of a coffee plant in Hoboken, a plant with all the problems of Kankakee plus a union said to be controlled by organized crime. They were just starting to make progress when the Maxwell House operations manager pulled Ketchum out of Hoboken and told him to focus instead on a new Jell-O plant in Lafayette, Indiana, with one of the most authoritarian managers in the corporation. “If you can make this plant work under him,” Ketchum was told, “then I believe your strategy could work anywhere.” Ketchum gamely set out, returning to Hoboken in his spare time, and achieved some minor success at both plants. But he had no freedom to redesign the work processes from scratch, and he bitterly missed the collaboration he had enjoyed with the people at Topeka.

Other members of the team were, if anything, worse off. Many of the team leaders still at Topeka were eligible for promotions elsewhere, but nobody else in GF wanted them. Instead of being sought after, they seemed to have a kind of intellectual virus that no one else wanted to catch. Ed Dulworth was profoundly disillusioned with General Foods. When he talked privately with other General Foods managers—men he respected—about the performance gains, they were apathetic. “My boss isn’t really interested in performance,” they would say. Their talk turned quickly to matters that Dulworth thought of as “kissing ass”: whose approval to get, what sort of presentation to make, and how to create a good impression. He turned down a promotion to product manager in White Plains, preferring the autonomy of being a plant manager in the outpost that he had come to think of as their little monastery. Inside, its halls rang with hope and laughter, but it stood forlornly alone in the fierce wind of the Kansas prairie.

Ketchum quietly lost his job at age fifty-seven in 1975. The last straw was “that damned Jell-O plant,” where no one on either the management or the union side seemed to take to his ideas and everyone hated the attention he got outside the company. To top it all off, the price of sugar was rising so fast that the plant might never be profitable again. Why bother to save it?

He retired on a meager pension and opened a consulting business of his own. His first years of consulting were melancholy. Ketch was used to being considered an expert. Now he had to sell himself, like dozens of other organizational consultants, and without the faculty posts that many of them used to bolster their credibility. Back at General Foods headquarters, he had lost his close contact with Topeka, so he didn’t fully realize that the people back at Topeka still regarded him as their own George Washington, the father of their new system. But he did expect Topeka’s reputation to guarantee him a steady stream of consulting business. It didn’t happen. A recession was raging. Few plant managers were interested in experimenting right then, particularly when it meant up-front investments. They had all they could handle trying to meet their quarterly targets.

That same year, at a meeting with the top management of the Post division, Ed Dulworth was asked by his boss to make a five-minute presentation. It was a routine request. In the political context of General Foods, it was a compliment, an invitation to make Topeka palatable to the brass. Any normal manager would have eagerly assented. But Dulworth was sick of the “usual bullshit.” In front of the entire senior management, he told his boss that it was a “dumb idea.” Five minutes wouldn’t be enough time to present the Topeka concept in any way that made sense. “If they’re interested,” he said, “they can read about it.”
Four weeks later, he was summoned to White Plains again and told he would be demoted to second-in-command at another plant, where someone else could supervise him. He just hadn’t delivered the results at Topeka, they said, and he wasn’t trustworthy. Then they mentioned that people said he was drinking too much. “I lived in a corporate culture where there was lots of drinking,” he recalled later. “If I had a problem, then I knew a great number of people with the same problem, including some of my bosses. They used it as a crutch to get me, and shame me. We all knew that drinking was not the issue here.”
Dulworth asked if he had any other options. They said he could resign, although his salary might continue for a while. None of his supporters felt able, or willing, to help. Ketchum was already gone. Jim Stone, out in Latin America, was thinking about retirement. “It’s too bad,” he told Dulworth, “but I’m not involved.” Dick Walton, the sociotechnical consultant at Harvard, continued to write about Topeka. It defined his career, but he felt he had no influence on the senior management of General Foods; he barely knew anyone higher up than Ketchum. His interest turned to other companies.

So Dulworth resigned, and other Topeka managers also left. Soon, of the original team, only Don Lafond, the former union representative, remained. Perhaps because Lafond had started as an hourly worker, his reputation remained unscathed. Indeed, GF sent him to Puerto Rico for a while to start up a Tang plant. When he came back, Ed Dulworth was gone. Dulworth went on to several further careers: an executive at the Topps chewing gum company (“I walked away from the sale of that company with a lot of freedom”), an adviser to Pennsylvania governor Harris Wofford, and then a planner of the mid-1990s National Performance Review, the “reinventing government” initiative that Al Gore had sponsored from the White House. Meanwhile, for twenty-five years, he served as chairman of the board of a health care center in Scranton.

It took twenty-five years for the high-performance team system to die at Topeka. Dulworth’s replacement was a long-standing pet food division manager who was told, when he started, that his mandate was to “cut out this missionary crap.” But the team system was too deeply ingrained to change. After several years of great results and big bonuses, he became a Topeka system missionary himself. And when the new canned dog food plant opened next door, it too used the same approach.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, Topeka was the most productive plant in the General Foods system according to just about every measurement, including the satisfaction of people on the line. In 1984, when General Foods sold its pet food business to the Anderson Clayton conglomerate, the team structure persisted in a state of benign neglect. In 1986, when Quaker Oats bought all of Anderson Clayton, the Gaines dog food plant was the crown jewel of the acquisition, but Quaker made no attempt to extend the Topeka system anywhere else in its organization.

In March 1995, when Heinz acquired Quaker, it looked as if the new owners might finally put the experiment to sleep. Heinz’s initial reaction was to make the plant conform to its policies: management shut down half the plant, eliminated the team system, suspended all the costly ongoing training that made the team system viable, and cut 150 jobs. But the team-based structure refused to roll over and play dead.

Starting in early 1996, Heinz performed a public about-face to broadcast its faith in the “Topeka system,” calling it a model of where the company wanted to go. Training budgets and team meetings came back; pay-for-knowledge remained intact, people still rotated jobs, and teams determined assignments.44 Then in 2002, Del Monte bought the company and expanded the plant further, but by some accounts, it discarded the remnants of the old sociotechnical approach.45 Few people in the area remember that the plant was once a showplace.

Eric Trist passed away in 1993. Often depressed in his later years, fearing that his legacy had been lost, he had also had to have his leg amputated. But he continues to be remembered in management circles. Sociotechnical systems never became a professional field in the same way that organizational development did. But Trist and his colleagues inspired not just a few heretics like Ketchum and Dulworth and Krone, but thousands of people in organizations around the world to recognize that hard and soft systems—technologies and human practices—could work effectively only when they are redesigned from the ground up, in an experimental vein. That message has grown more and less popular at various times, but it has never been completely lost. It has been proven true too many times. Even the Roman Catholic church eventually admitted that Galileo’s cosmology was correct—after 359 years.
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