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GROWTH BY HANDING OVER 

CONTROL  
 

 
 
 In its essence the Growth óroleô of the leader is analogous to that of the 

gardener. The gardener does not 
grow the oak; he creates an 
environment conducive to the acorn 
breaking free of its shell and 
reaching to the sky. 
 
Similarly a leader does not grow 
those in his charge. It is not possible 
for one person to grow another. The 
best a leader can do is to provide a 
context which is helpful to her 
people in terms of advancing, rather 
than stunting their maturity. 
 

 
WHAT IS INDICATIVE OF GROWTH? 
 
The primary behavioural measure of Care is time 
and attention since what a leader cares about is 
what he gives attention to, where he spends his 
time. 
 
The measure of growth is different. Given that 
growth is a process which takes place over time, 
growth is evidenced in what has changed when 
people have grown. 
 
In Schuitema workshops we ask participants to 
come up with a single indicator, what they would 
point to as evidence that growth is happening? 
The suggested changes include inter alia; higher 
productivity, better performance, enhanced 
ability, greater willingness, improved morale, 
career advancement. 
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None of these changes, 
advantageous as they may be, 
are we believe the prime 
indicators of growth.  
 
Improved results are not always 
synonymous with growth in 
people. Results can improve for 
all sorts of reasons extraneous to 
the maturation of people. Similarly 
people can feel more positive, 
motivated or get a promotion sans 
development or growth. 
 

The critical change which evidences real growth is a change in scope of 
discretionary activity, in decision 
making authority, in accountability. If 
people cannot make decisions which 
they were not previously making 
independently of their boss; if what 
they are accountable for does not 
change, then the leader is failing in 
the growth of her people. 
 
Growth, or empowerment, requires 
the leader to go beyond asking 
people for their opinion, listening to 
them and only then deciding. It 
means giving up authority, handing it over and letting them decide. Ultimately it 
means living with their decision even when it is contrary to the decision that the 
leader would have made. 
 
This in fact happened at Dulux, the paint manufacturer, a while ago. The recently 
appointed Marketing Director came up with a new and different ad campaign with 
the tagline ñany colour you can think ofò. The Managing Director was dead 

against it. From time immemorial the 
Dulux brand had only been associated 
with one thing, a big sweet shaggy 
sheepdog. Nevertheless he said, ñYou 
are the marketing Director, you 
decideò. 
 
When authority is handed over so is 
control. This is because once control 
is suspended it is no longer possible 
to predict or to manage the outcome. 
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With respect to the Joe and Fred example - in the Joe case the outcome is both 
predicable and assured. The result will be the same as it was in 1980.  In Fredôs 
case however the outcome can no longer be foretold. The result could be better 
or worse than in 1980.  
 
In the Dulux example the ad campaign was ultimately a stunning success 
culminating in an increase in sales and a string of awards. Equally the campaign 
could have seriously undermined the Dulux brand! 

 
DEMOCRATISATION OF THE WORKPLACE? 

 
A leader has only empowered, therefore, when he has given up power. To 
enfranchise employees is only possible with its corollary the disenfranchisement 
of management. 
 
In Schuitema workshops we have found that managers can argue with equal 
fluency both óforô and óagainstô a handover of decision making authority. 

 
The argument óforô a democratization of the workplace 
includes a reduction in overheads in the form of 
supervisory layers and auditing functions; less time 
wasted waiting for approval from on high; better decisions 
by those closer to the action; a more resilient and 
adaptable organisation less reliant on a few at the top; 
more engaged employees who are no longer resentful 
from being over managed and controlled; increases in 
creativity, innovation and initiative at all levels and so 
onéé 
 

Conversely, it is argued that democratization is painfully 
slow and cumbersome; it undermines both productivity 
and efficiency; it leads to a loss of focus with effort being 
dissipated rather than aligned; letting employees, who 
may lack the skill or are not trustworthy, make their own 
decisions is simply too risky; experience shows that 
many employees donôt want to take responsibility but 
want management to make the decisions for them and so 
onééé 
 
Needless to say both sides of the argument, in the hands 
of eloquent presenters, can be compelling. Which of the two actually holds sway 
in reality is the more critical question?  
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CURRENT REALITY 
 
If people were in actuality being empowered this would be evidenced in the 
following: 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Although there is no internationally 
accepted Empowerment Standard 
nor Format for measuring a 
companyôs performance in this area 
(see the Empowerment Scorecard), 
the majority of organizations that 
Schuitema has worked with over 
the past twenty years would not 
score well.  In truth a minimum 
number of our clients have fully 
empowered their people.  In our 
consulting capacity we have clearly 
not been successful in helping them 

really crack the issue of control. 
 
The following observations by Schuitema, working in client organizations over the 
past few years, bears testimony to the fact that while management may have 
become increasingly efficient there is  definitely more, not less, of it.  Despite 
some efforts to reduce layers, trim corporate staff groups and eliminate 
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paperwork in the interests of saving costs, most employees have not gained 
more control of their lives.  
 

 Every time we do an exercise in our workshops which requires managers 
to review the routine decisions that they make in their business in terms of 
who ócurrentlyô makes the decision and who ówouldô in a fully empowered 
organization it becomes blatantly clear that most decisions are made too 
high up in the hierarchy.  The example, in a mining context, shown below 
is not untypical. The scope for empowerment is enormous. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Similarly when managerôs use Schuitemaôs óSnakekillingò methodology to 
determine which controls in their horizontal business processes can be 
removed they are staggered by the possibilities.  As a rule of thumb, 
whatever the process ï from procurement to budgeting - it can be effected 
in half the current number of steps. 

 New additional procedures are issued on a continuous basis while the 
number of cost centres and budget lines continue to multiply.  Getting sign 
off on even small expenditures is more and more arduous.   It recently 
took Schuitema five months to get approval on a piece of work.  Despite 
being a supplier to the organization for over eight years we had to provide 
what felt like mountains of information.  About the only thing they didnôt 
require of us was a DNA sample! 

 People who have been in their job for five years generally report that they 
make fewer decisions now than five years ago.  The frustration is not only 
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felt by those at the bottom of the hierarchy.  A CEO threw in the towel 
recently, no longer able to stomach the fact that he had to refer so many 
decisions to Chicago. 

 In big corporates particularly, staff functions continue to grow.  As one 
person commented ñthere is so much scaffolding we have lost sight of the 
building!ò   Generally staff functions are viewed as unresponsive and 
disenabling, rather than adding value to the line. 

 
Failure to truly empower is an international phenomenon. According to an 
Employee Engagement Survey covering 86000 employees in sixteen countries, a 
mere 14% of people were found to be highly engaged in their work.  Reportedly 
85% of those at work around the world are giving less of themselves than they 
could. 
 
Similarly, Gary Hamel in his book óThe Future of Managementô (2007) could cite 
only a handful of companies globally who really empower their people.  Notably 
his examples ï Whole Foods, WL Gore & Associates, Google, Semco, a cement 
factory in Mexico and a Software developer in India ï are in different industries 
and locations. 
 
This is not depressing.  On the contrary, it is proof of the fact that real 
empowerment is not only possible but undoubtedly what will ultimately account 
for sustainable competitive advantage into the future. The challenge is to make 
what is currently an exception the norm. 
 

ENGAGING THE WILL 
 
A change in the status quo will only happen if, in the first instance, there is a will 
to do so. This is because energy for change is a necessary prerequisite for the 
change itself. This energy generally comes from either a felt dissatisfaction with 
the status quo and / or a vision of a preferred future. The two forces of ópainô and 
ógainô are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 
 
A crisis has on occasion precipitated change in terms of authority and control. I 
have come across a few managers who have told me that they     
òlet goò when the toll on their health and home life had finally become too great. 
The Brazilian businessman Ricardo Semler describes his defining moment most 
graphically in his book Maverick (1993). On a business trip to the States he 
collapsed and ended up in a Clinic in Boston diagnosed as suffering from an 
advanced case of stress. He was told that he had two choices ï ñcontinue your 
life in which case you will be back with us or changeò. He was twenty five at the 
time! 
 



Wendy Lambourne for Schuitema Sept 08 

 7 

At an organisational level, 
ñturnaroundsò are typically 
initiated only once the 
organisation is in a state of crisis.  
Faced with the proverbial 
ñburning platformò real change, if 
it is not by now too late, is made. 
 
The difficulty with the control 
problem however, is that it is 
experienced not as an acute 
illness but more like a chronic 
infection. As such there is a 
tendency to live with, to 

ñtolerateò, the feelings of frustration, rancour, lethargy and impotence which too 
much control engenders ï both in those being controlled and those doing the 
controlling. 
 
People, at all levels, complain about the bureaucracy and do their best to 
circumvent or undermine the system.  They opt for passive resistance rather than 
open revolt against the shackles which bind them. 
 
A vision of a preferred future on 
the other hand mobilizes change 
through the promise of gains to 
come. The best visions are clear, 
concrete, shared and alluring. 
By definition however visions 
refer to what the world could be 
like at some future date other 
than now. Just as lifestyle 
changes spurred by desires to be 
thin, healthy and wealthy are 
snookered by the immediate 
possibility of a jam doughnut, 
nicotine fix or a shopping spree, 
so too are actions aimed at a future which is based on freedom rather than 
control. 
 
The real risks which letting go and handing over control entail loom large and just 
around the corner. The advantages of doing so, on the other hand, are distant.  
 
Whilst increasing the positive or negative tension can go some way towards 
encouraging a handover of authority, a real determination to do so will only come 
once those in authority are truly convinced that they should to do so. 
 



Wendy Lambourne for Schuitema Sept 08 

 8 

This conviction can only be founded on a genuine belief that the pursuit of 
excellence in those in the leaderôs charge is the real purpose of leadership, not 
the achievement of a goal, vision or outcome through others - a belief that 
enables a conscious choice by anyone in authority to make their job nothing 
other than care and growth. 
 
This conviction is a direct measure of the personal maturity of those in charge. It 
is only from a place of personal maturity that a leader can evidence the requisite 
generosity and courage to relentlessly rise above the counter forces of fear and 
greed which ensure a continuation and propagation of organisational controls. 
 
The true spirit of the 3rd Axiom, ñthe incremental suspension of controlò can and 
will be realised; but only once those in charge finally grow up! 
 
 

PRINCIPLES FOR DEALING WITH THE CONTROL PROBLEM 
 

 Managersô reluctance to practically 
tackle authority and control may be 
due to both the perceived enormity 
of the task and the risks inherent in 
doing so. When one considers all 
the óthingsô put in place in pursuit of 
producing a predictable outcome 
(see a typical list of control 
mechanisms generated by 
managers at a Schuitema 
workshop) one can forgive 
managers for viewing an onslaught 
on the control problem as 

tantamount to a deconstruction of the very organisation itself. 
 
Gripping the control problem however absolutely does not mean a wholesale 
obliteration of the systems and structures which make up an organisation; turning 
a blind eye to all the hazards in the process. 
Controls have a vital role to play in any enterprise, but as a means not an end. 
The need for controls is fully recognised, but only when the aim of control is 
subordinate to the intention to empower; to produce people who are accountable 
for the contribution they make. 
 
Dealing with the control problem is a continuous process, not a once off project 
which will deliver a final solution in terms of either an organisationôs structures or 
systems.  
For any empowerment process to succeed, however, there has to be a slavish 
adherence, not to a rigid formula, but to the following three principles: 
 


