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Preface

Few changes in business have been so well received yet
so problematic as the movement to create empowered,
employee-driven work environments. Empowerment
offers the potential for tapping into a wellspring of
underutilized human capacity that must be harnessed
if organizations are to survive in today’s increasingly
complex and dynamic world.

Empowered employees benefit the organization
and themselves. They have a greater sense of purpose
in their jobs and lives, and their involvement translates
directly into continuous improvement in the work-
place systems and processes. In an empowered organi-
zation, employees bring their best ideas and initiatives
to the workplace with a sense of excitement, owner-
ship, and pride. In addition, they act with responsibil-
ity and put the best interests of the organization first.

The traditional management model of the man-
ager in control and employees under control is no
longer effective. To create an empowered workplace,
management’s role in organizations must move from a
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command-and-control mind-set to a responsibility-
oriented and supportive environment in which all 
employees have the opportunity to do their best. 

Shifting to an empowerment philosophy calls for
changes in most aspects of an organization. Both man-
agers and employees must learn, first, not to be bureau-
cratic and, second, to be empowered. Unfortunately,
many managers do not understand that empowerment
involves releasing the power people already have, nor
do they understand how to navigate the journey to
empowerment.

Empowerment Takes More Than a Minute is a how-
to book that guides readers step-by-step through one
manager’s struggle to discover the three essential keys
to empowerment. By following the manager’s odyssey
to the Land of Empowerment, readers discover that
they can take the same journey, which, like any heroic
journey, is filled with paradox, challenge, and fitful
stops and starts. Empowerment Takes More Than a
Minute provides practical and simple concepts that
CEOs, COOs, CIOs, and managers and employees at
all levels in organizations both public and private can
apply to their particular situations.

Though many managers have dismissed empower-
ment as another passing gimmick, we find that people
in organizations are naturally attracted to the idea
of enhanced involvement at all levels. Also, we person-
ally have seen organizations succeed with empower-
ment. For more than fifteen years, we have worked
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extensively with a wide variety of domestic and multi-
national companies that were trying to create empow-
ered workplaces. These companies have taught us a
great deal about what empowerment is and how to
create it. They haven’t always known the answers to
the questions raised by empowerment, and neither
have we. Quite the contrary, it has been through mis-
steps that we have learned the three keys to empower-
ment presented in this book.

In this second edition to Empowerment Takes More
Than a Minute, we provide a new introduction that 
explains how empowerment has moved beyond the fad
stage and become essential for effective organizations
in today’s dynamic and complex world. We have also
updated the text and characters for today’s technologi-
cally sophisticated business world. Finally, we added
an epilogue that reinforces the difficulty of moving
to empowerment and suggests some tools to help 
managers and team members succeed in the journey.

Empowerment is definitely achievable, but the
journey is not for the weak in spirit. For those of you
who undertake it, we urge you to stay the course. We
know that your path can be made easier if you start
with and stick to the three keys of empowerment ex-
plained in Empowerment Takes More Than a Minute.

Good luck on your journey.

Ken Blanchard John Carlos Alan Randolph
Fall 2001
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THE RAIN beat down steadily. Occasionally the
wind threw great splashes against the executive of-

fice windows. The sound brought a smile to Michael
Hobbs’s face. It made him reflect on the beating he
was taking as president and CEO of a midsize, once-
successful, home products company.

Michael had taken over leadership a little over a
year ago, and he had instinctively done his usual
thing—seize the checkbook and centralize all decision
making. He had developed quite a reputation since his
MBA program as a dynamic, high-energy manager.
His belief was that lack of leadership at the top was
usually the cause of a company’s problems. As a
hands-on manager, it didn’t take him long to address
that void. He was decisive and in charge, but for some
reason his approach was not working this time. 

Another sheet of rain blasted the office windows,
rousing Michael from his trance. He looked up at the
sign on his desk given to him by the consultant his
board had recommended he should hire. The sign
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was really starting to bother him, but he didn’t have
the nerve to take it down. It read:

He recalled the consultant putting the sign there
after giving Michael and his management team the 
results of a study conducted on their industry, their
competition, and the company itself. It reminded
Michael of a painfully obvious fact that the study had
confirmed: Management’s thinking is the first thing that
has to change. 

The board had insisted that Michael use this con-
sultant, because they felt the home products industry
was changing so rapidly that he could no longer figure
everything out alone. They felt he needed help.
Michael vehemently disagreed, yet he had to admit
that the consultant’s study did bring up some interest-
ing points. 

In no uncertain terms, the study warned that
the company would be crushed by its competition 
unless all thinking, structure, processes, and action
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conformed to four critical organizational attributes.
The company needed to be better at being:

1. Customer and quality driven
2. Revenue- and cost-effective
3. Fast and flexible in responding to market

changes
4. Continually innovating 

Now, as he had so many times before, Michael
mentally reviewed each item on that list.

1. CUSTOMER AND QUALITY DRIVEN

No one needed to convince Michael that in today’s
market, success begins with customers. But somehow,
many companies had lost sight of the need to focus
on quality and dependability, as perceived by the cus-
tomers. The do-it-yourself explosion had made him
and others feel that they only had to get the new
products out quickly to keep pace with competition
(or, better yet, stay ahead). But now quality was again
being thrust into the equation. Change had come with
blinding speed. With the sophistication of today’s cus-
tomers and the variety of products available on the
global market, the study insisted that any organization
not responsive to customers’ wants and needs was
doomed to be second-rate or soon out of business!
And he did not want his company to be one of those
out of business soon.

The  Cha l lenge / 3



2. REVENUE- AND COST-EFFECTIVE

The importance of this attribute didn’t surprise
Michael, either. He had always been one to focus on
controlling costs. Too many companies had begun to
believe during the technology revolution that all that
mattered was top-line revenue. How wrong they had
been. Cost increases, together with fierce pricing bat-
tles, had forced companies to shave margins to a frac-
tion of what they had been. And it was easy to let mar-
gins slip into negative territory. Now was clearly a
time when companies had to build revenue streams
in ways that were also cost-effective.

3. FAST AND FLEXIBLE IN RESPONDING
TO MARKET CHANGES

The third attribute reminded Michael of just how diffi-
cult it had become to manage effectively in a global
economy. Markets could shift so quickly with customer
demands being driven from all corners of the world.
Competitors could appear from any direction with
technological ease. And if your company did not re-
spond, revenue and market share could drop drastically.

The study pointed out that rapidly changing cus-
tomer needs and wants made cumbersome decision
making and implementation processes deadly for a
company. In the time it took to collect information
for his management team to make decisions and

4 / Empowermen t  Takes  More  Than  a  Minu te



then move the decisions through the company hier-
archy, the customer would be gone. On the other
hand, if he let people throughout the organization
act freely, chaos would follow and costs would go
through the roof. His concern reflected a real dilemma
for the company.

Customers wanted their contacts in the company—
front-line employees—to make decisions, solve prob-
lems, and take action right on the spot. Clearly,
quicker, on-the-spot decisions were better, and
Michael was reluctantly beginning to accept that
point. But he wondered how he as CEO could keep
control of such a rapidly changing organization. He
was afraid his people would make too many mistakes
that would cost the company too much money.

4. CONTINUALLY INNOVATING 

Everywhere Michael turned, he heard that lifelong
learning had to become a norm in his company.
Everyone in the company would have to embrace the
vision of a corporation that would be better today
than it was yesterday and better tomorrow than
today. Michael knew that would be a difficult task—
creating an organization that would steadily and con-
sistently outdo itself. But even more difficult would
be focusing the power of people to innovate continu-
ally. He knew that without innovation a company is
dead today!
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Michael was growing more anxious by the moment. He
realized the consultant’s recommendations were right.
He knew that if the company were to survive, he would
have to create an organization that was simultaneously
customer and quality driven, revenue- and cost-effective, fast
and flexible, and continually innovating. But how?

He kept hearing that he needed to find ways to
engage people throughout the company. They had to
become owners and entrepreneurs in spirit. He had
to release all the untapped creative energy of the
people in the company and yet not lose control of
the company. People had to be expected to take re-
sponsibility for their actions and decisions, while mak-
ing full use of their skills and abilities. They had to be
engaged in addressing all four of these attributes for
success. 

Empowerment, thought Michael. That’s what
some people say we need, but he felt he had already
tried to empower people with little success. Six
months ago he had reduced some of the layers of
management in the company and put out a statement
that everyone was authorized to make decisions that
would help them better serve customers, control costs,
increase revenues, and keep the company innovating.
He had told his management team to follow up with
this change in decision making. 

Six months, Michael mused, yet nothing seems
any different. As he looked out at the driving rain,
he wondered, Where is the spirit of responsibility at
work? Where is all that desire to make a contribution?
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The sad truth was that throughout the organiza-
tion people were acting no differently than they had
when the company was a multilayered bureaucracy.
Few people seemed willing to step up to the plate and
take on the challenge. And where some people had
taken action, they had often created problems due to
their lack of understanding of the implications of their
actions. They had had to be pulled back a little. A pall
of reluctance hung over the workplace.

As Michael took the pulse of the company—meeting
with employee groups, asking questions of the front
line—he had yet to see people acting empowered. In
fact, they went about their business in the same manner
as when the company was dominated by its deadly bu-
reaucratic mind-set. With all the talk about the need for
empowerment, Michael thought the shift would happen
spontaneously once he authorized people to make more
decisions on their own. Obviously, that was not the case.

Everywhere Michael looked, employees’ faces
were masks of denial. He sensed that to them, the
word empowerment was just that, a word—the E word.
It was driving him crazy! And it was not helping his
company, either.

He wondered if empowerment was just another
buzzword. Or was there something about it that he
just did not understand? On the surface it seemed
people would want to use their talents and have the
freedom to make decisions. They said they wanted to
be more involved! So what was wrong? He had to find
out before the company sank any deeper.
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MICHAEL happened to notice an article sitting
on his desk. The title caught his attention:

“Empowerment Takes More Than a Minute.” In spite
of his recent skepticism, this title intrigued him and he
started reading the article. The author insisted that
empowerment works, but it takes courage and time to
get there. The article stated that you can’t tell people
to act empowered and expect them to just do it—
exactly what he had done six months ago. If they
have little or no past experience or involvement in 
decision making, they won’t know what to do. They
may talk like they want to make more decisions about
their work, but they will not be comfortable with the
downside risk of responsibility.

Citing an example of one company’s success in em-
powering its people, the article went on to rave about
the turnaround of a communications hardware com-
pany that had been caught napping by the advent of
the exploding communications technology demands.
The manager, some guy named Sandy Fitzwilliam,
was credited with having an incredibly motivated staff
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who acted as if they owned the company. In fact, the
article referred to Fitzwilliam as “the Empowering
Manager.”

Maybe I ought to talk to him, thought Michael.
Most of the consultants I’ve met over the years have
never actually managed anything themselves. Maybe I
can talk with this Fitzwilliam guy in practical terms. 

It seemed like a good idea, yet Michael was reluc-
tant as he dialed information for Fitzwilliam’s number.
He always hated to admit he needed help. It drove his
wife crazy that he would never stop to get directions
when they were lost. He would drive around stub-
bornly trying to figure out how to get to their destina-
tion on his own. Only as a last resort would he stop
and ask for help.

I guess this is one of those “last resort” times,
Michael thought. My board is not going to wait for-
ever while I figure out how to make this company
profitable again. 

With that thought as his motivation, Michael 
dialed the Empowering Manager’s number. After
two rings, he was greeted by a woman’s voice saying,
“Hello!” 

“I’d like to speak with Sandy Fitzwilliam,” Michael
requested.

“Speaking,” was the quick reply.
Michael was caught completely off guard. It never

even entered his mind that Fitzwilliam could be a
woman. Sandy Fitzwilliam broke the silence by ask-
ing, “Hello, are you still there?”

“Yes. Yes,” stammered Michael.
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“What can I do for you?” she asked politely.
Michael’s mind was racing a mile a minute. Even

though he was uncomfortable asking for help and des-
perately wanted to hang up, he found himself reluc-
tantly explaining his situation and his need for some
advice. 

“We’ve streamlined our company so people can
take more initiative and respond to customers more
quickly. But people are still sending most decisions
back up the hierarchical ladder. I’ve talked a lot about
empowerment, and I can’t understand why. . . .”

“Excuse me, Mr., uh. . . .”
“Oh, I’m sorry—my name is Michael Hobbs.”
“Can you be more specific about what exactly is

the problem?” the Empowering Manager continued.
Michael gulped and thought for a moment. Then

he said simply, “People won’t run with the ball.”
“Let me ask you something,” she began. “Have

you ever arrived at a retail store one minute after clos-
ing time, only to find the door locked? You needed
something badly, and you saw people inside, so you
knocked on the door—and nobody even looked up.”

“Yes. That happened to me just last week!”
Michael exclaimed.

“Whose fault did you think it was? Who did you
blame as you drove away?”

“The employees, of course!” Michael answered.
“I bet the manager wasn’t even there, and the workers
were watching the clock, anxious to close shop. They
probably weren’t even thinking about me. They just
wanted to get the heck out of there.”
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“Wrong!” Fitzwilliam chimed.
“What do you mean, wrong?” Michael asked de-

fensively.
“Of course the employees were anxious to leave.

But you’re wrong about who was to blame. The fault
was the owner’s. Whoever the owner is, he or she did
nothing to make the people who work there feel like
they own the business. Otherwise, they would have
opened the door.”

Michael thought it over in silence.
“Let me ask you another question,” the Empowering

Manager went on. “If people were given the option,
do you think they’d choose to be magnificent or ordi-
nary at work?”

“Magnificent.”
“Do you really believe that? Or are you just saying

it because you think you should believe it?”
“Why would you ask that?” Michael inquired.
“Because I need to know about your real, honest-

to-goodness, core beliefs. If you don’t have a basic faith
in people, it’s time for us to hang up. Empowerment
depends on a strong belief and trust in your people.”

Michael was taken aback. Wow, he thought, this
woman doesn’t beat around the bush at all. 

He answered reluctantly, “Well, if you must
know, I don’t have that much faith in people. It’s
partly because of the hierarchical thinking I grew up
with and because this thinking has been reinforced in
my MBA program and my work experience. When I
think about it, it makes sense that people would rather
do their best at their jobs, given the choice. But that’s
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when I stop to think about it. My gut instinct is
that people are not that responsible. They may like
freedom to do what they want on the job, but they
do not want to be held accountable when things
go wrong.”

“I appreciate your honesty,” the Empowering
Manager replied. “Recognizing that the world might
pass you by if you don’t change is half the battle. This
is particularly true when you understand what em-
powerment is and what it is not.”

“That would certainly help,” said Michael. “I’ve
never actually heard a good definition. To me it has 
always seemed that empowerment is giving people
the power to make decisions, but somehow that just
has not worked in our company.”

“That’s what a lot of people think, but true em-
powerment is not giving people power,” she explained.
“People already have plenty of power—in the wealth
of their knowledge, experience, and motivation—to
do their jobs magnificently. We define empowerment
as ‘letting this people power out and focusing it on
company issues and outcomes.’ But you see,” she
added in a more subdued tone, “I’ve learned this the
hard way by making many mistakes along the road to
empowerment.

“Real empowerment has at its core a sense of own-
ership,” she continued. “And it starts with the belief
system of top management. Too many leaders still
need to get over the notion that their people head off
to work every morning asking themselves how they
can get by with doing as little as possible today.”
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“When you put it that way, it sounds terrible,” said
Michael. “Are there that many leaders who have so 
little trust?” 

“I can only go by their behavior,” said the
Empowering Manager, “and by the results they get
from their employees. It’s not that people in organiza-
tions are unable to be their best—they’re afraid to be
their best. Most organizations are set up to catch peo-
ple doing things wrong rather than to encourage and
reward them for doing things right.”

Michael thought about that. “You know,” he said,
“I agree. I’ve seen organizations like that.” Then he
paused, sunk deep into thought, and finally said,
“That’s part of the problem at my company.” Again he
paused, then added, “If we are to survive, our company
has to be a place where people are proud to show what
they can do and not afraid to be their best! I’m just not
convinced that empowerment can get us there.”

“I think your doubts are sincere,” she said, “and I
sense that your real satisfaction will come when you
see people taking charge. I also pick up on your
hunger for winning. You obviously don’t want to settle
for running an ordinary company. But I need to re-
mind you that empowerment is a top-down, values-
driven issue. That’s why I had to check out your val-
ues. If you and your other managers cannot change, it
will be hard to create a culture of empowerment for
your people.”

“So I passed, huh?” Michael said sheepishly.
“For now. Can you come by my office at 2 P.M. this

coming Tuesday?”
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Michael quickly glanced at his calendar and said,
“Sure. I’ll see you on Tuesday.”

Just before she hung up, the Empowering
Manager added, “We’ll see if we can get you and your
company started down the road to the Land of
Empowerment.” 

Shortly before two o’clock the following Tuesday
afternoon, Michael pulled his car into the parking lot
at Sandy Fitzwilliam’s company and turned off the en-
gine. From the passenger seat he picked up his elec-
tronic notebook and looked at the summary statement
he had written there after his phone conversation with
the Empowering Manager:
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