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F O R E W O R D 

BIG O P E N I N G 

These days it seems like any idiot with a laptop computer can churn out a 
business book and make a few bucks. That's certainly what I'm hoping. It 
would be a real letdown if the trend changed before this masterpiece goes 
to print. 

As some of you may know, my main profession is cartooning. It's a chal-
lenge for a cartoonist to write a whole book. Cartoonists are trained to be 
brief. Everything I've learned in my entire life can be boiled down to a 
dozen bullet points, several of which I've already forgotten. 

You'd feel kinda perturbed if you bought a big thick book and all it had 
in it was a dozen bullet points, particularly if several of them seemed to be 
"filler." So my "plan for excellence" is to repeat myself often to take up 
some page space. In marketing terms, this is called "adding value." And for 
your reading pleasure I will include many colorful but unnecessary 
metaphors. In fact, the metaphors in this book are more useless than a 
weasel in a cardboard shirt.* 

*I can' t p romise that t h e rest will be that good. 





I N T R O D U C T I O N 

W H Y IS B U S I N E S S 
S O A B S U R D ? 

Most of the themes in my comic strip "Dilbert" involve workplace situa-
tions. I routinely include bizarre and unworldly elements such as sadistic 
talking animals, troll-like accountants, and employees turning into dishrags 
after the life-force has been drained from their bodies. And yet the com-
ment I hear most often is: 

"That's just like my company." 

No matter how absurd I try to make the comic strip I can't stay ahead of 
what people are experiencing in their own workplaces. Some examples for 
the so-called real world include: 

• A major technology company simultaneously rolled out two new 
programs: (1) a random drug testing program, and (2) an 
"Individual Dignity Enhancement" program. 

• A company purchased laptop computers for employees to use 
while traveling. Fearing they might be stolen, the managers came 
up with a clever solution: permanently attach the laptop comput-
ers to the employees' desks. 

• A freight company reorganized to define roles and clarify goals. 
Management decided to communicate the changes by ordering 
each department to build floats for a "Quality Parade." 
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• A manager at a telecommunications company wanted to reinforce 
the "team" concept in his department. He held a meeting to tell 
the assembled "team" that henceforth he will carry a baseball bat 
with him at all times and each team member will carry a baseball 
while at work. Some team members found a way to hang the base-
ball around their necks so they don't have to carry it. Others fanta-
sized about wrestling the bat away from the manager and using it. 

• A company decided that instead of raises it will give bonuses if five 
of seven company goals are met. At the end of the year the 
employees are informed that they have met only four of seven 
goals, so no bonuses. One of the goals they missed was "employee 
morale." 

Thousands of people have told me workplace stories (mostly through 
e-mail) that are even more absurd than the examples above. When I first 
started hearing these stories I was puzzled, but after careful analysis I have 
developed a sophisticated theory to explain the existence of this bizarre 
workplace behavior: People are idiots. 

Including me. Everyone is an idiot, not just the people with low SAT 
scores. The only differences among us is that we're idiots about different 
things at different times. No matter how smart you are, you spend much of 
your day being an idiot. That's the central premise of this scholarly work. 
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M A N D A T O R Y SELF-DEPRECATION 

I proudly include myself in the idiot category. Idiocy in the modern age 
isn't an all-encompassing, twenty-four-hour situation for most people. It's a 
condition that everybody slips into many times a day. Life is just too com-
plicated to be smart all the time. 

The other day I brought my pager to the repair center because it 
wouldn't work after I changed the battery. The repairman took the pager 
out of my hand, flipped open the battery door, turned the battery around, 
and handed the now functional pager back to me in one well-practiced 
motion. This took much of the joy out of my righteous indignation over the 
quality of their product. But the repairman seemed quite amused. And so 
did every other customer in the lobby. 

On that day, in that situation, I was a complete idiot. Yet somehow I 
managed to operate a motor vehicle to the repair shop and back. It is a 
wondrous human characteristic to be able to slip into and out of idiocy 
many times a day without noticing the change or accidentally killing inno-
cent bystanders in the process. 

MY Q U A L I F I C A T I O N S 

Now that I've admitted that I can't replace the battery in my pager, you might 
wonder what makes me think I'm qualified to write this important book. I 
think you'll be impressed at my depth of experience and accomplishment: 

1. I convinced a company to publish this book. That might not seem 
like much, but it's more than you did today. And it wasn't easy. I 
had to have lunch with people I didn't even know. 
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2. I worked in a cubicle for seventeen years. Most business books are 
written by consultants and professors who haven't spent much 
time in a cubicle. That's like writing a firsthand account of the 
experience of the Donner party based on the fact that you've 
eaten beef jerky. Me, I've gnawed an ankle or two. 

3. I'm a trained hypnotist. Years ago I took a class to learn how to 
hypnotize people. As a byproduct of this training I learned that 
people are mindless, irrational, easily manipulated dolts. (I think I 
paid $500 to learn that.) And it's not just the so-called good sub-
jects—it's everybody. It's how our brains are wired. You make up 
your mind first and then you rationalize it second. But because of 
the odd mapping of your perceptions you're convinced beyond a 
doubt that your decisions are based on reason. They aren't. 

Important scientists have done studies" proving that the area of 
the brain responsible for rational thought doesn't even activate 

"They w e r e impor t an t scientists, b u t no t so impor t an t that I w o u l d r e m e m b e r the i r n a m e s and not 

so i m p o r t a n t that you 'd care . But I 'm su re it's t r u e b e c a u s e 1 read it in a magazine . 
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until after you do something. You can confirm that fact using hyp-
nosis, by giving a person an irrational post-hypnotic suggestion and 
asking later why the subject did what he did. He will insist it made 
sense at the time, employing a logic more tortured than Pavarotti 
at a Tiny Tim concert. 

A hypnotist quickly develops a complete distrust for the con-
nection between a person's reasons and his actions. The class fun-
damentally changed the way I look at the world. 

4. Nobody believes statistics anyway. This is a huge time-saver for me 
as an author. It removes any guilt I might have about fabricating 
statistics. If you're a "normal" person, you tend to believe any 
studies that support your current views and ignore everything else. 
Therefore, any reference I might make to legitimate research is 
wasted. If we can agree on the futility of trying to sway you with 
legitimate research it will save us both a lot of trouble. 

That doesn't mean I will ignore statistics. Far from it. 
Throughout this book I will make references to scientific studies. 
Of course, they'll all be total fabrications. But my versions will 
make better reading than legitimate research, and ultimately the 
impact is the same. 

If you think about it, most of the studies you see in the media 
are either completely misleading or intentionally biased. This book 
is no different, except that I don't underestimate your intelligence. 
1 mean, how could I ? 
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THE ROLE OF INTELLIGENCE IN B U S I N E S S 

I don't know why the economy works, but I'm sure it isn't because bril-
liant people are managing it. My guess is that if you sum up all the absurd 
activities of management, the idiocies somehow cancel out, thus producing 
cool things that you want to buy, such as Nerf balls and Snapple. Add the 
law of supply and demand to the mix and you've pretty much described 
the whole theory of economics. 

Ninety percent of all new business ventures fail. Apparently ten per-
cent of the time you get lucky, and that's enough to support a modern 
economy I'm betting that's what separates us from the animals; animals 
are lucky only nine percent of the time. I suspect this is true because I 
play strip poker with my cats and they rarely win. In fact, it's gotten to the 
point where they run like cowards at the sound of my electric shaver. 

The world has become so complicated that we're all bluffing our way 
through the business day, hoping we're not unmasked for the boobs that 
we really are. I see the world as a massively absurd endeavor, populated by 
people who struggle every minute to rationalize the silly things they do. 
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It's not the business world that brings out our idiocy, but it might be the 
place where we notice it the most. In our personal lives we tolerate bizarre 
behavior. It even seems normal. (If you don't believe me, take a look at 
your family members.) But at work we think everyone should be guided by 
logic and rational thinking. Any absurdity in a business setting stands out 
like a dead nun in a snowbank." I'm convinced that the workplace doesn't 
contain more absurdity than everyday life, but the absurdity is definitely 
more noticeable. 

I find great humor in the fact that we ever take ourselves seriously. We 
rarely recognize our own idiocies, yet we can clearly identify the idiocies of 
others. That's the central tension of business: 

We expect others to act rationally even though we are irrational. 

It's useless to expect rational behavior from the people you work with, 
or anybody else for that matter. If you can come to peace with the fact that 
you're surrounded by idiots, you'll realize that resistance is futile, your ten-
sion will dissipate, and you can sit back and have a good laugh at the 
expense of others. This can be a very healthy book. 

THE EVOLUTION OF IDIOTS 

Scientists believe that humans are the grand result of billions of years of 
evolution. I can't explain the entire theory of evolution here, but it can be 
summarized this way. 

T h e o r y o f E v o l u t i o n ( S u m m a r y ) 

First, there were some amoebas. Deviant amoebas adapted better to 
the environment, thus becoming monkeys. Then came Total Quality 
Management. 

I'm leaving out some details, but the theory itself also has a few holes 
that are best left unquestioned. 

"It i t bo the r s von to th ink of a d e a d nun , imagine tha t she's only badly w o u n d e d and she'll recover. 
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Anyway, it took us many years to get to this lofty level of evolution. That 
leisurely pace of change was okay because there wasn't much to do except 
sit around and hope you didn't get eaten by wild pigs. Then somebody fell 
on a sharp stick and the spear was invented. That's when the trouble 
started. 

I wasn't there, but I'm willing to bet that some people said the spear 
would never replace fingernails as the fighting tool of choice. The naysay-
ers probably hurled bad names at the spear-users—names like "moog" and 
"blinth." (This was before the merchant marines had been created, so 
swearing wasn't very good yet.) 

But "diversity" was not celebrated back then, and I expect the "Say No 
to Spear" people finally got the "point" if you catch my drift. 

The good thing about a spear is that almost everybody could understand 
it. It had basically one feature: the pointy end. Our brains were fully 
equipped for this level of complexity. And not just the brains of the intelli-
gentsia either—the common man could find his way around a spear too. 
Life was good, save for the occasional plague and the fact that the average 
life expectancy was seven . . . and the fact that you'd be praying for death 
after the age of four. But almost nobody complained about how confusing 
the spears were. 

Suddenly (in evolutionary terms) some deviant went and built the print-
ing press. It was a slippery slope after that. Two blinks later and we're 
switching batteries in our laptop computers while streaking through the 
sky in shiny metal objects in which soft drinks and peanuts are served. 

I blame sex and paper for most of our current problems. Here's my logic: 
Only one person in a million is smart enough to invent a printing press. So 
when society consisted of only a few hundred apelike people living in caves, 
the odds of one of them being a genius were fairly low. But people kept hav-
ing sex, and with every moron added to the population, the odds of a deviant 
smarty-pants slipping through the genetic net got higher and higher. When 
you've got several million people running around having sex all willy-nilly,* 

° If you haven ' t t r ied having sex "all willy-nilly" you really should . 
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the odds are fairly good that some pregnant ape-mom is going to squat in a 
field someday and pinch out a printing-press-making deviant. 

Once we had printing presses, we were pretty much doomed. Because 
then, ever)' time a new smart deviant came up with a good idea, it would 
get written down and shared. Every good idea could be built upon. 
Civilization exploded. Technology was born. The complexity of life 
increased geometrically. Everything got bigger and better. 

Except our brains. 

All the technology that surrounds us, all the management theories, the 
economic models that predict and guide our behavior, the science that 
helps us live to eighty—it's all created by a tiny percentage of deviant 
smart people. The rest of us are treading water as fast as we can. The 
world is too complex for us. Evolution didn't keep up. Thanks to the print-
ing press, the deviant smart people managed to capture their genius and 
communicate it without having to pass it on genetically Evolution was 
short-circuited. We got knowledge and technology before we got intelli-
gence. 

We're a planet of nearly six billion ninnies living in a civilization that was 
designed by a few thousand amazingly smart deviants. 

T r u e E x a m p l e 

Kodak introduced a single-use camera called the Weekender. Customers 
have called the support line to ask if it's okay to use it during the week. 
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The rest of this hook builds on my theory that we're all idiots. I'm 
sure there are other plausible explanations for why business seems so 
absurd but I can't think of any. If I do, I'll write another book for you. I 
promise I won't stop searching for an answer until you run out of 
money. 
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THE DILBERT P R I N C I P L E * 

I use a lot of "bad boss" themes in my syndicated cartoon strip "Dilbert." 
I'll never run out of material. I get at least two hundred e-mail messages a 
day mostly from people who are complaining about their own clueless 
managers. Here are some of my favorite stories, all allegedly true: 

• A vice president insists that the company's new battery-powered 
product be equipped with a light that comes on to tell you when 
the power is off. 

"This article originally a p p e a r e d in the Wall Street Journal on May 22, 1995. It got a h u g e r e sponse 

and led to the c rea t ion of this book. 
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• An employee suggests setting priorities so the company will know 
how to apply its limited resources. The manager's response: "Why 
can't we concentrate our resources across the board?" 

• A manager wants to find and fix software bugs more quickly. He 
offers an incentive plan: $20 for each bug the Quality Assurance 
people find and $20 for each bug the programmers fix. (These are 
the same programmers who create the bugs.) Result: An under-
ground economy in "bugs" springs up instantly. The plan is 
rethought after one employee nets $1,700 the first week. 

Stories like these prompted me to do the first annual Dilbert Survey to 
find out what management practices were most annoying to employees. 
The choices included the usual suspects: Quality, Empowerment, 
Reengineering, and the like. But the number-one vote-getter in this highly 
unscientific survey was "Idiots Promoted to Management." 

This seemed like a subtle change from the old concept by which capa-
ble workers were promoted until they reached their level of incompe-
tence—best described as the "Peter Principle." Now, apparently, the 
incompetent workers are promoted directly to management without ever 
passing through the temporary competence stage. 

When I entered the workforce in 1979, the Peter Principle described 
management pretty well. Now I think we'd all like to return to those 
Golden Years when you had a boss who was once good at something. 
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I get all nostalgic when I think about it. Back then, we all had hopes of 
being promoted beyond our levels of competence. Every worker had a 
shot at someday personally navigating the company into the tar pits while 
reaping large bonuses and stock options. It was a time when inflation 
meant everybody got an annual raise; a time when we freely admitted that 
the customers didn't matter. It was a time of joy. 

We didn't appreciate it then, but the much underrated Peter Principle 
always provided us with a boss who understood what we did for a living. 
Granted, he made consistently bad decisions—after all, he had no man-
agement skills. But at least they were the informed decisions of a seasoned 
veteran from the trenches. 

E x a m p l e 

Boss: "When I had your job I could drive a three-inch rod through a metal 
casing with one motion. If you're late again I'll do the same thing to your 
head." 

Nitpickers found lots of problems with the Peter Principle, but on the 
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whole it worked. Lately, however, the Peter Principle has given way to 
the "Dilbert Principle." The basic concept of the Dilbert Principle is that 
the most ineffective workers are systematically moved to the place where 
they can do the least damage: management. 

This has not proved to be the winning strategy that you might think. 
Maybe we should learn something from nature. In the wild, the weakest 

moose is hunted down and killed by dingo dogs, thus ensuring survival of 
the fittest. This is a harsh system—especially for the dingo dogs who have 
to fly all the way from Australia. But nature's process is a good one; every-
body agrees, except perhaps for the dingo dogs and the moose in question 
. . . and the flight attendants. But the point is that we'd all be better off if 
the least competent managers were being eaten by dingo dogs instead of 
writing Mission Statements. 

It seems as if we've turned nature's rules upside down. We systemati-
cally identify and promote the people who have the least skills. The usual 
business rationalization for promoting idiots (the Dilbert Principle in a 
nutshell) is something along the lines of "Well, he can't write code, he 
can't design a network, and he doesn't have any sales skill. But he has very 
good h a i r . . . " 

If nature started organizing itself like a modern business, you'd see, for 
example, a band of mountain gorillas led by an "alpha" squirrel. And it 
wouldn't be the most skilled squirrel; it would be the squirrel nobody 
wanted to hang around with. 

I can see the other squirrels gathered around an old stump saying stuff 
like "If I hear him say, 'I like nuts' one more time, I'm going to kill him." 
The gorillas, overhearing this conversation, lumber down from the mist 
and promote the unpopular squirrel. The remaining squirrels are assigned 
to Quality Teams as punishment. 

You may be wondering if you fit the description of a Dilbert Principle 
manager. Here's a little test: 

1. Do you believe that anything you don't understand must be easy 
to do? 



T h e G i l b e r t P r i n c i p l e 1 5 

2. Do you feel the need to explain in great detail why "profit" is the 
difference between income and expense? 

3. Do you think employees should schedule funerals only during hol-
idays? 

4. Are the following words a form of communication or gibberish: 
The Business Services Leadership Team will enhance the orga-

nization in order to continue on the journey toward a Market 
Facing Organization (MFO) model. To that end, we are consoli-
dating the Object Management for Business Services into a cross 
strata team. 

5. When people stare at you in disbelief do you repeat what you just 
said, only louder and more slowly? 

Now give yourself one point for each question you answered with the 
letter "B." If your score is greater than zero, congratulations—there are 
stock options in your future. 

(The language in question four is from an actual company memo.) 
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HUMILIATION 

Employee morale is a risky thing. Happy employees will work harder with-
out asking for extra pay. But if they get too happy, endorphins kick in, egos 
expand, and everybody starts whining about the fact that with their current 
pay they'll have to live in a dumpster after retirement. 

The best balance of morale for employee productivity can be described 
this way: happy, but with low self-esteem. 

You can test your own level of employee happiness with this test. If you 
laugh out loud at any of the "office witticisms" shown here, then you are 
happy in exactly the right amount to be productive: 
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HAPPINESS PRODUCTIVITY TEST 

Below are several witticisms encountered in your office every day. 
How many do you find irresistibly funny? 

1. "Are you working hard or hardly working?" 

2. "Are you holding up the wall?" 

3. "You look different today!" (said to someone at a borrowed desk) 

4. "It's not my day to watch Bob." 

5. "Not bad for a Wednesday!" 

If you laughed at any of the five witticisms, you have the proper Dopey-
from-the-Seven-Dwarfs kind of happy that spells productivity. But if dur-
ing this test you suddenly got a mental image of a co-worker you'd like to 
bludgeon with a speakerphone, then you might have too much self-esteem 
to be productive. 

THE SOLUTION: HUMILIATION 

Over the years, businesses have developed a broad range of techniques 
that bring employees' self-esteem back into the "productive zone" without 
sacrificing happiness. This chapter discusses the most important humilia-
tion techniques. 

• Cubicles 

• Hoteling 

• Furniture 

• Dress clothes 

• Employee Recognition Programs 
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• Undervaluing employee contributions 

• Making them wait 

CUBICLES 

Cubicles—sometimes called "work spaces" or "pods"—serve as a constant 
reminder of the employee's marginal value to the company. I've never seen 
a brochure from a cubicle manufacturer, but I think it would look some-
thing like this: 

The Cubicle 6000™ Series 

Think of The Cubicle 6000™ as a lifestyle, not just a big box to 
keep your crap in one place!! 

We used nature as our guide when we designed The Cubicle 
6000™. Every unit has the unmistakable motivational feel of 
the four most inspiring locations on earth: 

VEAL-FATTENING PEN: 
Imagine the security that those lucky young cows feel, snug 

in their individual living units, without a care in the world. The 
reaffirming message is "Live for today!" 

C A R D B O A R D BOX: 
It's the same architecture that has transported the posses-

sions of successful people for hundreds of years! 

BABY'S PLAYPEN: 
A reminder of the exuberance of youth and the thrill of 

being held captive by strange people who speak gibberish and 
punish you for reasons you don't understand! 

PRISON CELL: 
We've "captured" the carefree feeling of a convict serving 

twenty to life. Experience the security that was previously avail-
able only in the penal system! 
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And look at these features!! 

• Open top so you'll never miss a surrounding noise. 

• Small size so you can enjoy the odors of your co-workers. 

• No annoying windows. 

• Available in battleship gray or feces brown. 

• Movable— discover the thrill of frequent office shuffling. 

• Coat hanger (only available on the Admiral Series). 
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HOTELING 

The only drawback to the cubicle-oriented office is that some employees 
develop a sense of "home" in their little patch of real estate. Soon, pride of 
ownership sets in, then self-esteem, and poof—good-bye productivity. 

But thanks to the new concept of "hoteling," this risk can be eliminated. 
Hoteling is a system by which cubicles are assigned to the employees as 
they show up each day. Nobody gets a permanent work space, and there-
fore 110 unproductive homey feelings develop. 
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Another advantage: Hoteling eliminates all physical evidence of the 
employee's association with the company. This takes the fuss out of down-
sizing; the employee doesn't even have to clean out a desk. With hoteling, 
every employee has "one foot out the door" at all times. 

Hoteling sends an important message to the employee: "Your employ-
ment is temporary. Keep your photos of your ugly family in the trunk of 
your car so we don't have to look at them." 

FURNITURE 

You're only as important as your furniture. And that's at peak levels of dig-
nity. Often you're less important than your furniture. If you think about it, 
you can get fired but your furniture stays behind, gainfully employed at 
the company that didn't need you anymore. 

It's no surprise that people invest a great deal of ego in their office fur-
niture. Depending on your status in the company, your furniture sends 
one of these two messages: 
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"Ignore the worthless object sitting on this chair." 

Or . . . 

"Worship me!! Kneel before the mahogany shrine!" 

Given a choice, you want furniture that sends that second message. 
Unfortunately, impressive furniture is available only at higher levels of 
management. Statistically speaking, the reader of this paragraph is not 
likely to be a member of senior management. So I'll skip that discussion. 

Assuming you're not in senior management, you might be lucky to have 
a big of board that stretches the length of your cubicle and keeps the tele-
phone from falling in your lap. Let's call it a "desk" for the sake of argu-
ment. This desklike arrangement is the perfect complement to the tiny 
chair that will be your home for seventy hours a week. 

If you're a secretary, your chair probably has no armrests. That's okay; 
you weren't hired to rest your arms. You should be busy finding ways to 
prevent the professional staff from meeting with your boss. That's what 
you're getting paid to do, dammit. 

But if you're not a secretary, you might be enjoying the luxury of arm-
rests. Those armrests are essential for balance if you plan to nap in your 
cubicle. During my career at Pacific Bell I spent many blissful hours 
sound asleep in my cubicle, thanks to armrests. I always located my com-
puter so my back faced the aisle when I looked at the screen. That way I 
could pull up a document, balance my arms on the armrests, close my 
eyes, and drift into Sugarland, all while looking like a dedicated employee. 
Sometimes the phone would ring, but 1 learned to screen it out. (The 
brain is an amazing thing!) 
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Despite being well-rested, sometimes even "Dopey Happy," I never 
achieved enough self-esteem at Pacific Bell to become cocky. My furniture 
did its job, providing just the right level of humility to maintain my fever-
pitch of productivity-

E - m a i l F r o m t h e C u b i c l e T r e n c h e s 

As you can see from these examples, money is no object compared to 
the importance of keeping the employees in their proper place. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Now that we've reengineered, we have fewer managers than we 
have windows! Big problem, but we have a solution. We've erected 
five-foot-high partition walls in front of the windows, so that non-
managers can sit there without offending the pecking order. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I thought you'd enjoy this: 
Someone I know works at a government agency—they recently 

reorganized people in the Engineering Department and a lowly non-
management type was put into the corner space of the work areas. 
Since the space had walls put up a year ago to accommodate a man-
ager, they are actually hiring contractors to come in and have the 
walls taken out for the lowly nonmanager! 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: seottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Recently, our office moved down the street. Around the same 
time, I was fortunate to be promoted to a new job. 

As with all large companies, the allotment of cubicle and office 
space is associated with grade level (for example, if you are grade X, 
you get a sixty-four-square-foot cubicle; if you are grade Y, you get a 
one-hundred-square-foot office). Finally, after a few diligent years of 
corporate service, my grade level afforded me an office. 

This is all well and good; however, my grade level did not specify 
nice, wooden office furniture. I still have many levels yet to go. 
Therefore, in an effort to reuse cubicles from the previous facility, 
the real estate arm of my company installed a cubicle within my 
office. Imagine for the moment how ridiculous this looks. 

Now, the funny part is that the office I occupy has a window; how-
ever, it is completely blocked by the cubicle wall. 

mailto:seottadams@aol.com
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DRESS CLOTHES 

Nothing is more adorable than one of those little organ-grinder monkeys 
with a tiny vest and a hat. That would be the official uniform at your com-
pany too if not for the fact it would be considered a "uniform" and there's 
no budget for that sort of thing. 

Companies have discovered a low-cost method for making people dress 
in the same humiliating fashion as the monkey but without the expense of 
buying uniforms. The secret is to specify a style of acceptable dress that 
has the same symbolism as the monkey's outfit but allows some variety: 

CLOTHING 

Necktie 
Pantyhose 
Suit jacket 
High heels 

SYMBOLISM 

Leash 
Leg irons; prisoner 
Penguin; incapable of flight 
Masochism 
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EMPLOYEE RECOGNITION PROGRAMS 

Recognition programs send an important message to all the employees in 
the group, not just the "winners." Specifically, the message is this: "Here's 
another person who won't be downsized until after we nail you." 

But that's not the only benefit. Recognition programs help identify 
which social caste the employees belong to. 

RECOGNITION PROGRAM 

Employee of the Month Program 
Certificate of Appreciation 
Token Cash Award 
None 

CASTE 

"Paper Hat" Caste 
"No Overtime Pay" Caste 
"Mushroom in the Cubicle" Caste 
"Executive" Caste 

There are no recognition programs at the highest levels of the organiza-
tion. This is a motivating factor for lower-level employees. They know that 
if they work hard they have a chance of reaching a level of management 
where "recognition" programs don't exist. 
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I once won a "Recognition Award" at Pacific Bell. As I approached the 
front of the room to accept my award it became apparent that the execu-
tive running the program didn't know what I did for a living. Thinking 
quickly, he invented an entirely fictitious project for the benefit of the 
audience and thanked me for my valuable contribution to its success. 

I felt "happier" after that, but my self-esteem didn't increase enough for 
me to think it was a good time to ask for a raise. Morale-wise, this was a 
home run for the company. I was so motivated that I gave serious thought 
to working right through my siesta that afternoon. 
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F r o m E - m a i l : T h e A l l - T i m e M o s t H u m i l i a t i n g 
R e c o g n i t i o n P r o g r a m E v e r 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.eom 

Scott, 

In the wake of a recent senior staff retreat, it was announced that 
as a reward for outstanding work, one employee would be selected 
each month to receive the "Fuzzy Bunny" award. Another employee, 
dressed in a rabbit suit (I swear I am not making this up) would visit 
the chosen employees cubicle bearing balloons, a coffee mug, and a 
certificate of merit. This would presumably encourage us to work 
harder. The plan was killed (thank God) because nobody would agree 
to be the bunny. 

UNDERVALUING EMPLOYEE CONTRIBUTIONS 

Employees like to feel that their contributions are being valued. That's 
why managers try to avoid that sort of thing. With value comes self-
esteem, and with self-esteem comes unreasonable requests for money. 

There are many ways to tell employees that their work is not valued. 
Here are some of the crueler methods, which incidentally work the best: 

• Leaf through a magazine while the employee voices an opinion. 

• Ask for information "urgently" and then let it sit on your desk 
untouched for weeks. 

• Have your secretary return calls for you. 

• Use an employees document for something other than its 
intended purpose, as in this example: 

mailto:scottadams@aol.eom
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MAKING THEM WAIT 
One of the most effective methods of humiliation used by managers is the 
practice of ignoring an underling who is in or near the manager's office 
while the manager pursues seemingly unimportant tasks. This sends a 
message that the employee has no human presence. It is similar to chang-
ing clothes in front of the family pet; the animal is watching but it couldn't 
possibly matter. 

This tool of humiliation can be fine-tuned to any level simply by adjust-
ing what activities are performed while the employee waits. 

ACTIVITY 

Taking phone calls 
Reading other things 
Flossing 
Learning a foreign language 

LEVEL OF HUMILIATION 

Not so bad 
Bad 
Very bad 
Very very bad 
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BUSINESS 
C O M M U N I C A T I O N 

Any business school professor will tell you that the objective of business 
communication is the clear transfer of information. That's why professors 
rarely succeed in business. 

The real objective of business communication is to advance your career. 
That objective is generally at odds with the notion of "clear transfer of 
information." 

The successful manager knows that the best kind of communication is 
one that conveys the message "I am worthy of promotion" without acci-
dentally transferring any other information. Clear communication can only 
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get you in trouble. Remember, you can't be wrong unless you take a posi-
tion. Don't fall into that trap. 

MISSION STATEMENT 

If your employees are producing low-quality products that no sane person 
would buy, you can often fix that problem by holding meetings to discuss 
your Mission Statement. 

A Mission Statement is defined as "a long awkward sentence that demon-
strates management's inability to think clearly." All good companies have one. 

Companies that don't have Mission Statements will often be under the 
mistaken impression that the objective of the company is to bicker among 
departments, produce low-quality products, and slowly go out of business. 
That misperception can be easily cured by writing a Mission Statement 
such as this: 

M i s s i o n 

"We will produce the highest quality products, using empowered team 
dynamics in a new Total Quality paradigm until we become the industry 
leader." 

But you're not home free yet. The company Mission Statement will be 
meaningless until all the individual departments write their own Mission 
Statements to support the company's overall mission. That can be a bit 
harder because most departments have a variety of distinct functions and 
you wouldn't want to leave any of them out. So you might end up with 
individual Mission Statements that look like this: 

M i s s i o n 

"Perform world-class product development, financial analysis, and fleet 
services using empowered team dynamics in a Total Quality paradigm 
until we become the industry leader." 
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Individually, the Mission Statement of the company and the Mission 
Statement of the department might mean nothing. But taken together you 
can see how they would inspire employees to greater heights. 

VISION 

If for some reason the company's Mission Statements do not cause a turn-
around in profitability, you might need a Vision Statement. In stark con-
trast to the detailed road map provided by a Mission Statement, a Vision 
Statement is more of a "high-level" guide for the company. The higher the 
better, because you want a vision that will last the ages. 
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The first step in developing a Vision Statement is to lock the managers in 
a room and have them debate what is meant by a "Vision Statement" and 
how exactly it differs from a "Mission Statement" or a "Business Plan" or 
"Objectives." These are important questions, because one wrong move and 
the employees will start doing "vision things" when they should be doing 
"mission things" and before long it will be impossible to sort it all out. 

The debate over the definition of "vision" will end as soon as the partici-
pants become too tired and cranky to enjoy belittling each others intelli-
gence. At that point somebody will start suggesting various visions just to get 
the meeting over with. All good Vision Statements are created by groups of 
people with bloated bladders who would rather be doing anything else. 

You know you've got a rockin' Vision Statement when it inspires the 
employees to think of themselves as being involved in something much 
more important than their pathetic little underpaid jobs, when they feel 
part of a much larger plan—something that can shape the society they live 
in. Here are examples of successful Vision Statements: 

E x a m p l e # 1 
"We will have all the wealth in the world while everybody else dies in the 
gutter wishing they were us." 

E x a m p l e # 2 
"We will evolve into pure energy and exist on a new temporal plane, 
BUWHAHAHAHAHA!!!!" 

E x a m p l e # 3 
"A computer on every desktop."* 

NAMING YOUR GROUP 

One of the toughest challenges in corporate communications is to develop 
a name for your department that makes you sound vital to the company 

"This is Microsoft 's actual Vision S ta tement . 



B u s i n e s s C o m m u n i c a t i o n on 3 9 

without attracting too much work. You can do this by using empty but 
important-sounding words like "excellence" and "technology" and "dis-
trict" in your name. 

Your name should be vague enough to legitimately claim responsibility 
for anything that looks like it might be a success. If the CEO suddenly 
develops a hot interest in multimedia, you can swoop in and say, "That 
sounds like a job for the 'Excellence in Technology District'—because it 
requires technology and excellence." It's a hard argument to refute. 

Then after six months, when the winds change, or you get a new CEO, 
and you've steered the project onto a sandbar, you can say, "Our work is 
done. 1 think this project needs to be championed by Marketing." Then 
transfer the responsibility, but not the budget. (Colloquially, "Throw that 
dead cat into somebody else's backyard.") 

It may be necessary to rename your group every several months, just to 
avoid getting a bad reputation. Luckily there is no shortage of empty but 
important-sounding words to choose from. Depending 011 your area of 
expertise, you can generate new names for your group by randomly com-
bining words from this handy list: 

T e c h n o l o g y J o b s 

Information 
Technology 
Development 
Implementation 
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User 
Advanced 
Multimedia 
Data 
Services 
Systems 
Computing 
Telecommunications 
Network 
Research 
Support 

M a r k e t i n g J o b s 

Market 
Product 
Channel 
Development 
Communications 
Evangelist 
Promotions 

S a l e s J o b s 

Customer 
Client 
Representative 
Service 
Center 

TALKING LIKE A MANAGER 

If you want to advance in management you have to convince other people 
that you're smart. This is accomplished by substituting incomprehensible 
jargon for common words. 
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For example, a manager would never say, "I used my fork to eat a 
potato." A manager would say, "I utilized a multitined tool to process a 
starch resource." The two sentences mean almost the same thing, but the 
second one is obviously from a smarter person. 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

The purpose of a company announcement is to convey the message that 
something is happening—something that you aren't important enough to 
be informed about in any meaningful detail. But if you're clever, you can 
sometimes read between the lines and understand the true meaning, as in 
this example: 

MOTIVATIONAL TALKS 

You may have a bunch of undertrained employees who are using inadequate 
tools, mired in bureaucratic processes, all of which makes your company 
uncompetitive. The solution is motivational talks. Gather your team together 
and put the "fire in their bellies" with your own brand of inspirational oratory. 

It's not important that your words carry any specific useful information. 
As I've already explained, information can never lead to anything good. 
The goal is to elevate the employees to a competitive frenzy, and for that 
you need not transfer any information. Here are some phrases that have 
been known to inspire troops through the ages: 

I n s p i r a t i o n a l M e s s a g e s 

• "It's going to be a very tough year." 
• "Frankly, I don't think our project will get funded." 
• "Don't expect much in terms of raises. Work should be its own 

reward." 



B u s i n e s s C o m m u n i c a t i o n o n 4 3 

• "If we don't have more profits next year we'll have more layoffs. 
Actually, we'll probably have more layoffs anyway." 

• "There are no reorganizations planned. It's business as usual." 

PRESENTATIONS 

Throughout your career you will be asked to make many presentations. 
The purpose of a presentation is to transfer resources away from accom-
plishing objectives and concentrate them on explaining how well you're 
doing. 
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GROUP WRITING 

Stephen King writes very scary books. Shakespeare wrote several excellent 
plays. Unfortunately, they worked alone.* If only they had worked 
together there's no telling how much better the results would have been. 
That's the theory behind "group writing," and it's hard to find fault with 
the logic. 

You've heard the saying that if you put a thousand monkeys in a room 
with a thousand typewriters and waited long enough, eventually you would 
have a room full of dead monkeys. (Tip: It's a good idea to feed monkeys.) 
Group writing is a lot like a room full of dead monkeys, except not as 
"fun." 

" S o m e scholars c o n t e n d that Shakespea re had o t h e r peop le wr i te his plays and all he d id was g rab 

the c red i t whi le making c r u d e jokes abou t his codpiece . E i t h e r way, you have to a d m i r e his spunk . 
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The main goal of group writing is to ensure that every sentence satisfies 
all the objectives of every person in the room. This can be problematic if all 
the participants have different objectives. You can minimize the impact of 
different objectives by focusing on the goals that all parties can agree on: 

1. Don't convey any information whatsoever. 

2. See number one. 

The best of all worlds is to be asked to comment on the writing of a co-
worker. You get to savor the experience of shredding another person's ego 
while taking no personal risk. It can be very satisfying. 

For fun, suggest changes that would completely reverse the message 
intended by the author. This puts the author in the awkward position of 
having to reroute the document for further unhelpful comments or choos-
ing to ignore your "upgrades." If your comments are ignored you have the 
God-given right to ridicule the end product and claim you had no input. 
Your activity will look just like "work" even though it's easy and it requires 
no personal risk. And on the off chance that the document you ridiculed 
becomes successful you can claim it as part of your accomplishments. 
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EXAMPLES OF CLEAR BUSINESS COMMUNICATION 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Some years ago, I was in the habit of sending my staff a yearly 
recap memo, what we did, what we were looking forward to, etc. We 
were going to be installing an automated system and I said that even 
though we had accomplished a lot the past year we couldn't stand pat 
during the coming year. 

A day after the memo was handed out, a woman asked to see me 
and then, after breaking down into tears, asked what did I have 
against a co-worker of hers, a woman whose first name was Patricia. 
It seems Patricia was herself very upset and crying in the ladies' 
room because the both of them couldn't understand for the life of 
them why I couldn't "stand pat." 

Oh well . . . 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Ah' boss had these in my performance planning for 1995. (Really!) 
I just got them today. 

"Utilize issue clarification processes." 
"Make sure appropriate people are involved in the process." 
"Visibly act or function as a team player." 
"Act in the best interests of achieving the team." 

These are the ones I came up with. I think mine are better. 
"Streamline processes for maximizing propensities." 
"Enable full contrivances of empowerment." 
"Eliminate occurrences of proliferate randomness." 
"Managerially balance data compilation with process ownership." 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Please help me interpret the instructions from my team leader, as 
the drop-dead date is approaching. 

No joke, this is real . . . 

(1) Validate the supporting activities and remaining gaps, 
(2) Identify any new gaps, and 
(3) Determine the year-end stage assessment. 
When determining the attainment stage, please use following cri-

teria: 
(1) The attainment stage defines seven [an acronym]. 

Clarifications listed in the attachment called [a filename] apply. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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(2) The solutions to the gaps will be developed and implemented 
as indicated in attachment marked [a filename]. 

(3) The Attainment Definition with the lowest attainment stage 
governs the Management Practice Attainment Stage (i.e., if a man-
agement practice has four attainment definitions with no gaps and 
one attainment definition with a gap, the attainment stage for the 
management practice is that of the attainment definition with the 
gap). 

HELP!!!! 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

The following is an excerpt from an announcement memo from 
one of our general managers concerning a personnel change. 

"This change will allow us to better leverage our talent base in an 
area where developmental roles are under way and strategically 
focuses us toward the upcoming Business System transition where 
Systems literacy and accuracy will be essential to maintain and to fur-
ther improve service levels to our customer base going forward." 

Several of us sat down and tried to understand what was supposed 
to be communicated and came up with the following by just crossing 
out most of the double-talk: 

"This change will improve service to our customers." 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

The dean here in the college of business (call him upper manage-
ment) wanted the faculty to develop a "Mission Statement" that we 
would all be willing to "own." But he knew he couldn't get 110 peo-
ple to work together on anything, let alone a Mission Statement. So 
he formed a committee. 

Guess what the committee did. Right—it split into groups and 
drafted all 110 faculty to be part of those various groups. We formed 
"teams" which were supposed to "determine our core competency" 
and find a way to "satisfy our customers" in the context of "continu-
ous improvement" (preferably on half of the current budget). 

The result was predictable. Some of us resented the waste of our 
time, some of us used witty, yet biting sarcasm, and some actually 
thought it was a great opportunity to "get to know each other better." 
These guys were the ones who asked us all to hold 1 lands at com-
mencement because "You are special. This is a very special moment." 

The final product was a document no one would support. We all 
got a note from the dean that essentially said, "You didn't read my 
mind and got the wrong answer!" 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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G R E A T LIES O F 
M A N A G E M E N T 

For your convenience I have compiled and numbered the most popular 
management lies of all time. I do this as a service to the business commu-
nity. Now when you're telling a story about the treachery of your managers 
you can simply refer to each lie by its number, for example, "She told us 
number six and we all went back to our cubicles and laughed." This will 
save you a lot of energy that can then be channeled into whining about 
your co-workers. 

G r e a t L i e s o f M a n a g e m e n t 

1. "Employees are our most valuable asset." 

2. "I have an open-door policy." 

3. "You could earn more money under the new plan." 

4. "We're reorganizing to better serve our customers." 

5. "The future is bright." 
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6. "We reward risk-takers." 

7. "Performance will be rewarded." 

8. "We don't shoot the messenger." 

9. "Training is a high priority." 

10. "I haven't heard any rumors." 

11. "We'll review your performance in six months." 

12. "Our people are the best." 

13. "Your input is important to us." 

It's not always easy to tell the difference between a scurrilous manage-
ment lie and ordinary nitwittism. When confronted with an ambiguous sit-
uation you can usually sniff out the truth by using a handy method that I 
call the "What Is More Likely" test. Here's how it works: 

State each of the plausible interpretations of reality (using humorous 
metaphors when possible), then ask yourself this question: 

"What is more likely?" 

You will discover that this technique will greatly clarify the communica-
tions of your managers. Allow me to demonstrate its usefulness on the 
Great Lies of Management. 

"EMPLOYEES ARE OUR MOST VALUABLE ASSET" 

On the surface this statement seems to be at odds with the fact that com-
panies are treating their "most valuable assets" the same way a leaf blower 
treats leaves. How can this apparent contradiction be explained? 
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An example will be useful. Let's say your boss has a broken desk chair 
and there's no money left in the budget to replace it. Is it more likely that 
your boss would: 

A. Sit on the floor until the next budget cycle. 

B. Use a nonmanagement chair despite the lower status it confers 
on the sitter. 

C. Postpone filling a job opening in the group, distribute the extra 
work to the "most valuable assets," and use the savings to buy a 
proper chair. 

As employees we like to think we're more valuable than the office furni-
ture. But the "What Is More Likely" test indicates that it's not the case. 
Realistically we're someplace toward the lower end of the office supply 
hierarchy. 

I used to take great pride in opening a new box of staples and informing 
them that they worked for me and I was their undisputed ruler. But even-
tually I had to stop naming them individually because it was such an emo-
tional roller coaster when one went crooked. This may be off the point but 
if anybody sees Walter, tell him I miss him. 
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What is more likely? 

A. Your boss genuinely wants a never-ending trail of Bozos to walk 
into her office and complain about things that can't be fixed. Her 
long-term goal is to be distracted from her real responsibilities, fail 
in her job, and eventually become homeless. 

Or . . . 

B. She knows she can intimidate people into avoiding her office by 
scowling and assigning work to the first ten people who try it. That 
way she gets the benefit of sounding "open" without any of the 
costs. 



G r e a t L i e s o f M a n a g e m e n t 5 5 

"YOU COULD EARN MORE MONEY UNDER THE NEW P L A N " 

Is it likely that your company changed the entire compensation plan to 
give all of you more money? Are raises so rare these days that your com-
pany actually forgot about that option? 

Or is it more likely that the new compensation system is a complicated 
maneuver to disguise the fact that from now on your health benefits will 
be administered by the Christian Scientists? 
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Is it likely that the current reorganization—in stark contrast to all the 
ones that preceded it—will be the one that turns your company into a rev-
enue-generating dynamo? And is it likely that the main reason your cus-
tomers hate you is that your organization chart is suboptimal? 

Or is it more likely that your management has no clue how to fix your 
fundamental problems and they think that rearranging the existing supply 
of nitwits will look like progress? 

"THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT" 

Is it likely that your boss is a visionary who can predict the future even 
though he can't operate the computer on his desk? And if he can see the 
future, is it likely that he prefers to waste this ability in his current job ver-
sus using his powers to cure cancer and make a few bucks in the process? 

Or is it more likely that the future isn't much brighter than your boss? 
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" W E REWARD RISK-TAKERS" 

By definition, risk-takers often fail. So do morons. In practice it s difficult 
to sort them out. 

Is it likely that your manager will begin rewarding people who have 
failed, knowing that a good portion of them are morons and every one of 
them has caused the boss to receive at least one executive-induced wedgie? 

Or is it more likely that people who fail will be assigned to Quality 
Teams while the people who succeed will leave the company faster than a 
cheetah leaves a salad bar? 

B o n u s Q u e s t i o n 
If the successful people leave, will they make more money or less money 
at another company? 

"PERFORMANCE WILL BE REWARDED" 

Is it likely that this is the year the officers of your company will say, "To 
hell with the stock prices and our bonuses. What were we thinking? Lets 
distribute more money to the employees!"? 

Or is it more likely you'll be put through a tortuous Performance 
Review process that would result in approximately the same tiny raise 
whether you were Mother Teresa or the Unabomber? 
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" W E DON'T SHOOT THE MESSENGER" 

Is it likely that all the managers of your company have simultaneously found 
Buddha dancing in their desk drawers and decided to give peace a chance? 

Or is it more likely that these Satan-spawned, coffee-torqued managers 
will continue to extract revenge on any target that is dumb enough to 
stand still? 

(Note: It helps to add a little "attitude" to some of these questions to 
increase the contrast.) 

"TRAINING IS A HIGH PRIORITY" 

Lets say hypothetically, that the budget for your department gets tight. Is 
it more likely your manager will leave your high-priority training budget 
intact and save money by delaying the launch of your product instead, thus 
reducing his own raise and bonus? 

Or is it more likely that the training budget will disappear faster than 
the hors d'oeuvres at a Richard Simmons Sweatin'to the Oldies reunion. 

F r o m E - m a i l . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

. . . an experience I had with [company] a few years ago. A 
survey determined that employees required more training. At 
the same time, training budgets were slashed drastically. I was 
literally forced to attend a bunch of little $39 Holiday Inn train-
ing sessions on time management, etc. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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"I HAVEN'T HEARD ANY R U M O R S " 

Is it likely that the perpetual flow of rumors has suddenly stopped just at 
the time when the odds are highest that something might actually hap-
pen? 

Or is it more likely that your manager knows the news is so bad that the 
slightest whiff of the truth will make the employees less productive than a 
truckload of Chihuahuas?* 

"Maybe this analogy is a s t re tch. But jus t maybe I've d o n e exhaust ive s tudies of C h i h u a h u a work-

habits a n d discovered tha t a t ruckload of C h i h u a h u a s is t he least p roduc t ive organizat ional size. 
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"WE'LL REVIEW YOUR PERFORMANCE IN SIX MONTHS" 

The best thing about the future is that it isn't here yet. When your man-
ager promises to review your performance in six months for a possible 
raise, what is more likely? 

A. Your manager believes that you could become smarter and more 
productive in 180 days, thus earning such a large increase in salary 
that you'll be glad you waited. 

Or . . . 

B. Your manager expects he will be in a new job within six months 
and your chances of getting a raise are deader than a Fishstick at a 
cat festival. 

" O U R PEOPLE ARE THE BEST" 

This lie is appreciated by the employees. Unfortunately only one company 
in each industry can have the best employees. And you might be suspi-
cious about the fact that your company pays the lowest salaries. 

Is it likely that the "best" employees would be drawn to your company 
despite the lower-than-average pay? Is it possible that there's a strange 
mental condition that makes some people brilliant at their jobs, yet unable 
to compare two salary numbers and determine which one is higher? Let's 
call these people "Occupational Savants." If they exist, what are the odds 
that they all decided to work at your company? 
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And is it likely that the people you work with all day appear to be 
denser than titanium, yet in reality are the most skilled professionals in 
their field? 

Or is it more likely that the Nobel Prize-winning economists of the 
world are right—the market system works—and your company has exactly 
the doltish quality of employees that it's willing to pay for? 

"YOUR INPUT IS IMPORTANT TO U S " 

To the manager, the following equation holds true: 

Employee Input = More Work = Bad 

As an abused and powerless employee you know it's fun to give your 
manager impractical suggestions such as this: 

"If you care about the health of the employees you should ask the CEO to 
fund research on the effects of fluorescent lights on fertility" 

This suggestion is thoroughly impractical, but the beauty of it is that 
your manager can't discard it offhand without appearing uncaring. Nor can 
the work be delegated, since no manager wants a subordinate to talk to his 
superior and maybe say embarrassing things. 

Most employee suggestions are either clueless or sadistic. Once in a 
great while a good idea slips through, but a good idea is indistinguishable 
from a bad one unless you're the person who thought of it. It's never 
entirely clear in advance when employee input will be a good thing. So 
managers have to treat all input as bad. 

Here's the test to see if managers really want employee input: 
Is it likely that your boss enjoys the extra work involved in pursuing the 

well-meaning, sagelike suggestions of your gifted colleagues? 
Or is it more likely your boss will pretend to listen to your thoroughly 

impractical suggestions, thank you for the input, do exactly what he 
planned all along, and then ask you to chair the United Way campaign as 
punishment? 

See how easy this is? 



MACHIAVELLIAN 
METHODS 

(WRITTEN BY DOGBERT) 

This chapter contains many surefire tips for gaining wealth and personal 
power at the expense of people who are studying how to be team players. 
Naturally I have withheld my most effective tips so that I can crush you 
later if it's absolutely necessary, or if it just looks like fun. But what you 
find here should still be enough to brush aside the kindhearted dolts that 
litter your path to success. 

Use these techniques sparingly, at least until you've gained total power 
over the simpletons around you. If you use all these techniques at once 
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you'll probably scare the neighboring cubicle dwellers into thinking you're a 
witch. They might form an unruly mob, storm your office, and kill your sec-
retary. This would be a tragedy, especially if you need some copies made. 

PROVIDE BAD ADVICE 

During the course of your career many people will come to you for advice. 
This is your chance to steer them off the corporate speedway and—if 
you're skillful—help them plow into a crowd of innocent spectators. 

It's not always easy to give advice. For one thing, your tail might wag 
uncontrollably, thus signaling your impending treachery. Moreover, your 
advice has to sound plausible, no matter how destructive and self-serving it 
really is. The best way to give bad advice that still sounds well-meaning is 
to "take the high road." 

For example, let's say your manager has engaged in unethical conduct 
and your co-worker discovers this activity and comes to you for advice. You 
should "take the high road." Tell your co-worker to confront the boss and 
also blow the whistle to the authorities. This will simultaneously open your 
boss's job for you while most likely eliminating your co-worker from com-
petition, all in the name of what is "right." 

You don't need to take the high road in all cases. Your co-workers might 
be sufficiently moronic to accept plain old bad advice without questioning 
it, as in these examples: 
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SHADE THE TRUTH 

The great thing about the truth is that there are so many ways to avoid it 
without being a "liar." You can avoid the stigma of being a liar while still 
enjoying all the benefits of misleading people by simply omitting impor-
tant qualifiers to your statements. 

TRUE STATEMENT OMITTED QUALIFIER 

"I'm a team player" . . . for the other team. 
"You're next on my list" . . . of things to ignore. 
"I'll call you when I know" . . . that you won't be there. 
"I love what you've done with your hair" . . . Medusa. 
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WHOM YOU ASSOCIATE WITH 

People will judge you by the company you keep, especially during lunch. 
Never eat lunch with a person of lower salary. 

E x c e p t i o n s 

• Your secretary during National Secretaries Week (obligatory). 

• Your boss's secretary (indirect sucking up). 



12 
T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

• A person widely known to be terminally ill (makes you look com-
passionate). 

If you get tricked into dining with a person of lower salary you can sal-
vage the situation by spreading a rumor that the person is terminally ill. 
This is not technically lying, since we're all going to die eventually. If any-
body spots you together, hold your napkin over your mouth like a surgical 
mask whenever the low-ranking person speaks to you. 

Ideally, you want to dupe higher salaried people into being seen at a 
meal with you. They will try every trick to avoid you, so you must be nim-
ble and devious. For example, you could schedule a department lunch and 
not bother to invite the other people in the department. Or, if you possess 
vital information that is needed by the higher-paid person, take the knowl-
edge hostage and demand lunch as your ransom. 

WITHHOLD INFORMATION 

A good way for ineffective people to cling to power in an organization is by 
creating a monopoly on information. This information should seem impor-
tant, but not critically important. In other words, your co-workers should 
want the information you're withholding, but not so badly that they'll 
choke you to death when you prevent them from getting it. 



M a c h i a v e l l i a n M e t h o d s 6 7 

Form a multilayered protective defense for your strategically withheld 
information. With the right mixture of attitude and complete psychopathic 
behavior you can withhold just about anything. Here's how. 

L a y e r O n e 

Insist that you don't have the information and act like the requesters are 
insane for expecting that you do. Repeat their request aloud as if to under-
score the fact that what they're asking for makes no sense. Grill them mer-
cilessly as to why on God's green earth they would ever think you had this 
information. If they present a convincing case that they know you have the 
information, smile and act like the problem was in the way they asked the 
question. Go to layer two. 

L a y e r T w o 

Say you're too busy to explain all the information to the requesters. 
Remind them that it took you years to understand it all. Ask them to leave 
you an easily ignored voice mail to schedule a time when you can sort 
through it together. That's because you "want to help." If the requesters 
persist, proceed to layer three. 

L a y e r T h r e e 

Insist that the information is not ready yet—either because you're wait-
ing for somebody else's input or because you need to "massage" the num-
bers to remove all the misleading data. If the requesters insist on settling 
for last month's information—or even misleading information—proceed to 
layer four. 

L a y e r F o u r 

Exhibit an exceptionally bad personality. Be rude, negative, and conde-
scending. This layer is not a defense in itself , but it makes the requesters 
more vulnerable to the next layers of defense. 
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L a y e r F i v e 

Give the requesters incomplete or irrelevant information and hope they 
go away thinking they got what they needed. By the time they get back to 
their offices and discover they've been duped they might be discouraged. 
If you did a convincing job with the layer four bad-personality step, there's 
a good chance the requesters will give up on you altogether and leave you 
safe and happy. 

D a m a g e C o n t r o l 

If the requesters leave your cubicle with any sort of information whatso-
ever, complain to anybody who will listen that the information is faulty 
because the requesters either didn't understand the information or misin-
terpreted it. 

TWO WRONGS MAKE A RIGHT, ALMOST 

Your simpleminded relatives were technically correct when they told you 
"Two wrongs don't make a right." What they failed to mention is that two 
wrongs can sometimes cancel each other out, and although it's not as good as 
a "right" it's much better than one wrong. If you're clever, you can neutralize 
any blunder through a series of offsetting destructive acts, as in this example: 
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RETRIBUTION 

Retribution is your best friend, especially when it's combined with its nat-
ural companion: hypocrisy. For some reason, retribution has become a 
dirty little word in business. But only the word itself is a problem; the 
practice of retribution is as popular as ever. Use it whenever you get the 
chance. 

While an actual act of retribution can be fun and deeply fulfilling, it's 
the threat of retribution that has the most potential to help your career. 
For the threat to be taken seriously you must have actual or potential 
power to carry out your retribution. If you're at a low level in the organiza-
tion you must create the impression that you're likely to be promoted or 
you're likely to be having an affair with somebody in power. If you're ugly 
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and unlikely to be "bopping up" then your best bet is to create an aura of 
imminent promotion by simply looking managerial: 

• Dress more expensively than your peers. 

• Conceal any traces of technical competence. 

• Use the word "paradigm" several times a day. 

• Tell everybody that you're preparing for a meeting with the 
president. 

• Refer to articles from the Wall Street Journal." 

These things are not enough to guarantee a promotion—although they 
come close—but they're enough to make your peers hedge their bets and 
do some preemptive butt kissing. 

All your threats of retribution will seem hollow unless you can demon-
strate your ability to detect those transgressions that merit retribution 
even when they occur beyond your presence. One way to appear all-know-
ing is to build a reliable network of spies in the organization. 

"Don ' t was te you r t i m e actually r ead ing the Wall Street Journal. Many p e o p l e subscr ibe to it, bu t 

nobody actually reads it. It's eas ier just to say, "I ley, d id you see tha t art icle in the Journal yes ter -

day?" and see wha t h a p p e n s . If t he o t h e r pe r son says yes, he's b lu f f ing too, so you can bo th give a 

hearty laugh abou t t h e insights of t h e art icle and leave i t a t tha t . I I the o t h e r pe r son indicates he did 

not read the article, give a c o n d e s c e n d i n g look and mut ter , "It f igures" b e f o r e chang ing the subjec t . 
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The best way to encourage spies to give you information is by being 
willing to give them information in exchange—preferably false informa-
tion. Don't be afraid to invent plausible-sounding rumors that you know 
won't pan out. Inaccurate rumors are often an indication that you have 
direct contacts in the inner circles of the organization where lots of ideas 
are floated that don't materialize. Always couch your rumors in weasel 
terms like "They're considering . . ." or "One of the plans is . . ." so you 
can't be proven wrong no matter what happens. 

The final and most important part of making retribution work for you is 
to broadcast your intention to use it, as in this example: 

VIRUS MANEUVER 

If you're in charge of a project that's a sure loser, or if the people who work 
for you are losers, you must distance yourself from them as soon as possi-
ble. The direct method is to simply switch jobs or fire your bad employees. 
But that's settling for too little. Instead, think of your bad assets as poten-
tial viruses that can be used to infect your enemies within the corporation. 
All you need to do is artificially inflate their value and wait for some unsus-
pecting manager to try to take them off your hands. 

Never make the mistake of giving bad Performance Reviews to bad 
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employees. That will limit their ability to switch jobs within the company 
and shackle them to you forever until their corrosive effect destroys you. 
It's better to focus on the positive aspects of every employee's perfor-
mance, even if you have to assault the truth a bit. 

If you can't transfer bad employees to other departments, move them 
into positions in which they are the key support for projects that are 
closely identified with other managers. If that opportunity doesn't exist, as 
a last resort, put the poor performers in charge of the United Way cam-
paign and let everybody suffer with you. 
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DEMAGOGUERY 

You can achieve notoriety by speaking out against things that are already 
unpopular. The focus of your attacks could be a project, technology, or 
strategy, or even an incompetent manager. There will be no shortage of 
worthy targets to choose from. But pick carefully. Make sure your target is 
already doomed and despised. When the inevitable happens, you'll look 
like a genius for accurately forecasting collapse. 

Here are some good examples of projects for which you can confidently 
predict failure: 

• Any morale building effort. 

• Any large-scale reengineering effort. 

• Any project that takes more than two years. 

• Any market-driven technology product. 

• Anything that hasn't been done before. 

By sheer chance, some of the projects that you attack will succeed. But 
no project is so thoroughly successful that you can't pick out a few weak 
areas and highlight them as examples of "just what you were afraid would 
happen." 

Once you've built a track record for consistently forecasting the fail-
ure of other people's work, higher-level managers will begin to think 
you're a brilliant visionary. Promotion is inevitable, at which point you'll 
be in a much better position to take advantage of other people for per-
sonal gain. 
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DISPARAGE CO-WORKERS 
All success is relative. You can improve your relative success by disparag-
ing the skills and accomplishments of those who surround you. This will be 
fairly easy since the people who surround you are idiots. Focus like a laser 
on every misstep they make and take every opportunity to broadcast the 
mistakes to your boss in clever ways that don't make you look like a back-
stabber. 

You can avoid the backstabber appearance by badmouthing your peers 
to your boss's secretary. This guarantees that the information will reach 
your boss without your direct involvement, and as a bonus the facts usually 
become exaggerated in the process. Best of all, once the boss's secretary 
believes your co-workers are losers, they won't be able to schedule time on 
the boss's calendar to prove otherwise. 

Don't make the mistake of criticizing your co-workers to their faces. 
That will tip your hand and invite retaliation. The only constructive criti-
cism is the kind you do behind people's backs. 
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FORM OVER SUBSTANCE 

The earth is populated by shallow and ignorant people. That's why form 
will always be more important than substance. You can waste your time 
complaining about how that should not be the case in a perfect world, or 
you can snap out of it and follow my advice. 

D o c u m e n t s 

If a document is over two pages long, few people will ever read it. And 
those who do read it won't remember it in twenty-four hours. That's why 
all your documents should be over two pages long. You don't want your 
readers to be influenced by a bunch of facts. You want them to look at 
your creative use of fonts, your brilliant application of white space, and 
your inspired graphics. Good formatting leaves the reader with the clear 
impression that you are a genius and therefore whatever you're writing 
about must be a good idea. 

C l o t h i n g 

Contrary to popular belief, it's often your clothing that gets promoted, 
not you. You reap some benefit by being the person inside the clothes. 
Always dress better than your peers so your clothes will be the ones 
selected for promotion. And make sure you're in your clothes when it hap-
pens. One man made the mistake of bringing his dry cleaning to work and 
ended up as a direct report to his own sports jacket. 
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L o o k i n g B u s y 

Never walk down the hall without a document in your hands. People 
with documents in their hands look like hardworking employees heading 
for important meetings. People with nothing in their hands look like 
they're heading for the cafeteria. People with the newspaper in their 
hands look like they're heading for the bathroom. 

Above all, make sure you carry loads of stuff home with you at night, thus 
generating the false impression that you work longer hours than you do. 

APPEAL TO GREED 
You can short-circuit the two or three neurons that people use for com-
mon sense by appealing to their greed. Nothing defines humans better 
than their willingness to do irrational things in the pursuit of phenome-
nally unlikely payoffs. This is the principle behind lotteries, dating, and 
religion. You can use this quirk of human nature to your advantage and it 
won't cost you a dime. 
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The psychological explanation for this phenomenon is that life sucks 
and we'd all rather fantasize about being someplace else. Your job as a 
Machiavellian manipulator is to give people a microscopic chance of gain-
ing riches by doing your bidding. 

GET OTHERS TO DO YOUR WORK 

Take every opportunity to delegate the unglamorous and hopeless portions 
of your workload downward, sideways, and upward. 

Delegating to subordinates is easy. The hard part is delegating to co-
workers and your boss. Always appeal to the principle of "efficiency" when 
you try to fob off your work sideways or upward. Support your argument 
by creating a record of being incompetent and unreliable for any tasks that 
are boring or thankless. 

For example, if you are put in charge of bringing the donuts to the staff 
meeting, bring the kind that nobody likes. If you are asked to type up 
notes from the meeting, intentionally write bad grammar into people's 
quotes. If you are asked to chair the company's United Way campaign, 
start each meeting by stating your opinion that these people should "get a 
job and stop freeloading." Eventually, you'll be in a much stronger position 
to convincingly say things like "Well, I could make those photocopies, but 
in the interest of efficiency, Ted would do a much better job." 
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But the real "low-hanging fruit" of work avoidance involves any task that 
has more importance to somebody else than it has to you. If you ignore 
this type of task long enough, eventually the person who really needs it 
done will offer to do it, even if it's clearly your job. 

EXAGGERATE YOUR TALENTS 

Everybody exaggerates his or her talents. There's no trick to that. You need 
to take it to the next level: complete fantasy. It's not enough to say you per-
formed well at your assigned tasks; you must take credit lor any positive 
development that ever happened in the company or on earth. 

W h a t Y o u D i d 

Attended some meetings, 
ate donuts, nodded head to 
bluff comprehension. 

W h a t Y o u C a n C l a i m 

Created a strategy to bring 
the company into the 
next century. Increased revenues 
by $25 million. 

Worked on a project that 
got canceled after management 
figured out what you were doing. 

Reengineered the company's 
core processes and increased 
market share by ninety percent. 
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Got stuck organizing the 
company's U.S. Savings Bond 
drive. 

Stabilized the monetary system 
of the wealthiest nation 
on earth. 

INTIMIDATION BY LOUDNESS 

Speak loudly and act irrationally. Co-workers and even bosses will bend to 
your will if you use this method consistently. Consistency is the key. Send a 
clear signal that you cannot be swayed by reason and that you'll never stop 
being loud and obnoxious until you get your way. This method is effective 
because the law prevents people from killing you and there's no other 
practical way to make you stop. 

At first, your victim might try to wait you out, hoping you'll get tired 
and go away. That's where most Machiavellian wannabes fail with the loud-
ness method—they give up too early You must be persistent, bordering on 
loony. Never let up. 

After you get your way, turn instantly into the sweetest person your vic-
tim has ever seen. Buy candy. Call the victim's boss and leave kudos. Sing 
the victim's praise while others are nearby. This widens the gap between 
the experience people have when they satisfy you and the experience they 
have when they don't. 
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This method is most effective when used on people who were raised in 
dysfunctional families. Fortunately, that's nearly everybody. These people 
will start to believe you're their best personal friend. At that point you can 
abuse them even more. 

MANAGE SEXY PROJECTS 

The worth of any project is based on how it will sound on your resume. 
Don't get caught up in the propaganda about how important something is 
for the stockholders. The stockholders are people you'll never meet. And 
since most projects fail or turn into something you never intended, the 
only lasting impact of your work is the impact on your resume. Keep your 
priorities straight. 

Nobody can read a resume and get any real sense of what the author 
actually did on a job. All judgments are necessarily based on the collective 



M a c h i a v e l l i a n M e t h o d s 8 1 

quality of the individual words. That's why you have to work on projects 
that have good words in the names. 

Avoid any project that has one of the following words in its description: 

• Accounting 

• Operations 

• Reduction 

• Budget 

• Quality 

• Analysis 

Seek out any project that has one of the following resume-ready words 
in its description: 

• Multimedia 

• Worldwide 

• Advanced 

• Strategic 

• Revenue 

• Market 

• Technology 

• Rapid 

• Competitive 
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GET INPUT (BUY-IN) 

Many dolts will try to impede your brilliant plans. You can minimize their 
collective resistance through a process called "getting buy-in." This 
involves collecting the opinions of people who care about a decision, act-
ing interested, then pretending that your plan is a direct reflection of what 
the majority of people want. 

This might sound silly, but if you compare it to the alternatives it's the 
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only practical solution. You can't accommodate a hundred different opin-
ions, and you can't ignore them. All you can do is provide people with the 
illusion that they participated in the decision. For some reason, that's 
enough to make people happy." This is the basis for all democracies. 

SELF-SERVING STRATEGIES 

There are documented cases of employees who experienced low-level 
food poisoning in the company cafeteria and later, when this was com-
bined with the hypnotic trance state induced by the boredom of the job, 
reacted to the inspirational message on a company bulletin board and acci-
dentally acted in the best interest of the company. 

It could happen to you. fust be careful what you eat. That's the best 
advice I can give. 

MANIPULATE THE MEDIA 

Reporters are faced with the daily choice of painstakingly researching sto-
ries or writing whatever people tell them. Both approaches pay the same. 

Contrary to what you might believe, the quotes that you see in news 
stories are rarely what was actually said and rarely in the original context. 
Most quotes are engineered by the writers to support whatever notion 
they had before starting the story. Avoid any mention of a name or topic 
that you wouldn't want to see yourself misquoted about. 

" T h e reason wou ld be that p e o p l e a re idiots. 
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For example, see how an innocuous corporate statement can be edited 
slightly to alter the original meaning while still being a legitimate quote: 

You say: "Our company is skilled in many other things that are never 
reported by the biased media." 

Media reports: "Our company killed m other 
t er e s a." 

All news stories focus on one of two things: something that is very bad 
or something that is very good. Help the writer determine what is very 
good about your situation; otherwise the default story is generally about 
something that is very bad. 

THE HONESTY TRAP 

You might be tempted to give your honest opinions to upper-level man-
agers. Resist this temptation at all costs. 

Don't be lulled into a sense of false security by management's oft-stated 
interest in getting feedback. There are only two safe things to say to a 
manager: 

• "Your decisions are brilliant!" 

• "I have an idea on how to save some paper!" 
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Any other feedback is a direct challenge to the managers intelligence 
and authority. If your impulse for honesty grows too strong, try this simple 
exercise to tame your masochistic tendencies: 

1. Find a large kitchen spatula. 

2. Beat yourself on the head with it. 

3. Repeat. 

TAKE CREDIT FOR THE WORK OF OTHERS 

Millions of employees do millions of things every day. By sheer chance, 
some of them will accidentally do something valuable. Identify these rare 
situations and make every effort to attach your name to them. 

If you're the boss, make sure your name is prominently written on any 
piece of good work produced by your people. Your people will hate that, 
but if you've studied the section on retribution it won't be a problem. 

If you're part of a team effort, make sure you're the one who presents 
the conclusions and distributes the documents to upper management. 
Staple your business card to documents when you distribute them. That 
makes you look like the primary contributor even if all you did during the 
meetings was eat donuts and fantasize about making love to an attractive 
co-worker in the utility closet. 
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OFFER FALSE SACRIFICES 
An essential part of being a team player is the willingness to make false 
sacrifices that other people perceive as genuine. Offer to give up things 
that you know won't be accepted or won't be missed. Here are some good 
things to offer up as sacrifices: 

• Offer to reduce the rate of increase in future budgets and refer to 
it frequently as a budget reduction. 
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• Transfer your worst employees to another department to "help." 

• Reduce your budget by shutting down a project that was doomed 
to fail because of your management. 

• Offer to fire employees in your department who were supporting 
other groups in the company. The managers of the other groups 
will have to do the fighting to rebuild your empire while you look 
like a team player for offering the sacrifice. 

• Offer to cut support to the most critical function in the company. 
This offer will never be accepted and it makes the things you did-
n't offer seem like they must be comparatively more important. 

WORK ON PROJECTS WITH NO VERIFIABLE RESULTS 

The best jobs are those that have results that cannot be measured. Stay 
away from jobs in which your value can be measured in quantity and time-
liness. You can exaggerate your impact on quality much more easily than 
you can exaggerate your impact on quantity. 

Bad J o b s 

Sales 
Programming 
Operations 
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Customer service 
Shipping 

G r e a t J o b s 

Strategy 
Anything with "Media" in the name 
Marketing (for mature products) 
Long-term reengineering projects 
Advertising 
Procurement 

SEND PEOPLE TO THE LEGAL DEPARTMENT 

From time to time it will be necessary for you to kill a project without being 
identified as the assassin. That's why large companies have legal depart-
ments. No project is so risk-free that your company lawyer can't kill it. 
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MANAGE THE BUDGET GROUP 

It can be unglamorous work to manage the budget function for your 
group. Most managers wouldn't want that duty, so it will be easy for you to 
move the budget tasks under your control. Once you have it, you effec-
tively control the strategy and careers of every person in the department. 

There is a widespread misconception that the budget is set by senior 
management and the budget analysts are merely tools of their policies. In 
reality of course, it's the other way around. Senior managers are so bored 
by the budget process, and so overwhelmed by its complexity, that they 
jump at the chance to accept a budget analyst's recommendation for bud-
get changes. 
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EMPLOYEE STRATEGIES 

You're working more hours than ever. And if you're one of the so-called 
exempt employees you aren't getting paid for overtime. It might seem that 
your average hourly pay is shrinking like a cheap cotton shirt. 

Not true! 
Nature has a way of balancing these things out. You have to consider the 

total compensation picture, which I call "Virtual Hourly Compensation." 
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D e f i n i t i o n 

Virtual Hourly Compensation is the total amount of compensation you 
receive per hour, including: 

• Salary 

• Bonuses 

• Health plan 

• Inflated travel reimbursement claims 

• Stolen office supplies 

• Airline frequent flyer awards 

• Coffee 

• Donuts 

• Newspapers and magazines 

• Personal phone calls 

• Office sex 

• Telecommuting 

• Illegitimate sick days 

• Internet surfing 

• Personal e-mail 

• Use of laser printer for your resume 

• Free photocopies 

• Training for your next job 

• Cubicle used as a retail outlet 



E m p l o y e e S t r a t e g i e s 9 3 

ADAMS'S LAW OF COMPENSATION EQUILIBRIUM 

Adams's Law of Compensation Equilibrium states that an employee's 
Virtual Hourly Compensation stays constant over time. Whenever an 
employer finds a way to increase your workload, nature will adjust either 
your compensation or your perceived work hours to create equilibrium. 

For example, when companies went hog-wild on downsizing in the 
early nineties, the surviving employees began working longer hours to 
avoid identification as low performers. Salaries didn't increase much 
because the supply of employees was greater than the demand. On the 
surface, it looked as if average hourly wages were permanently lowered. 

Predictably, nature responded to the temporary imbalance by creating 
new activities that looked like work but weren't; for example, Internet 
access and telecommuting. 

This is the same process of deception and disguise that nature provides 
to other parts of the animal kingdom. For example, the Elbonian Puffer 
Bird can expand to twice its normal size when threatened.* Similarly, 
employees puff up their perceived hours of work without increasing their 
real work. Equilibrium is maintained. 

TOTAL WORK EQUATION 

Real Work + Appearance of Work = Total Work 

You can be a participant in nature's grand plan by actively pursuing the 
activities that create equilibrium. Try to keep your Total Work at a con-
stant level without increasing your Real Work. Do that by beefing up your 
Appearance of Work using any of the following activities: 

°Yes, I did make that up. But we both know tha t s o m e w h e r e t h e r e mus t he a b i rd that p u f f s up 

when it's t h r e a t e n e d . If I 'm not mistaken, my parakee t Gold ie did tha t just b e f o r e the t ragic basket -

ball inc ident that I la ter b l a m e d on my brother . 



• Internet surfing 

• Personal e-mail 

• Attending meetings 

• Talking to your boss 

• Conventions 

• Upgrading your computer 

• Testing new software 

• Waiting for answers from co-workers 

• Project consulting 

• Hiding behind voice mail 

TELECOMMUTING 
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Telecommuting is natures gift to our generation. Just when it seemed that 
the combination of long commutes, pollution, congested highways, and 
long meetings would kill us, nature gave us telecommuting. 
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Now you can spend time at home, sitting around in your pajamas, lis-
tening to your stereo, and playing with your hand puppet. If you feel gen-
erous and slam out two hours of productivity, it's more than you would 
have done in the office, so you can feel good about it. 

The office is designed for "work," not productivity. Work can be defined 
as "anything you'd rather not be doing." Productivity is a different matter. 
Telecommuting substitutes two hours of productivity for ten hours of 
work. 

To cover your joy of telecommuting (and avoid having the program can-
celed because of excess joy) take every opportunity to lie about how much 
more "work" you do at home. Leave lots of inane and unnecessary voice 
mail messages to your boss and co-workers while you're home. This cre-
ates the illusion that you are as unhappy and unproductive as they are, 
thus justifying a continuation of telecommuting. 
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RUNNING A SIDE BUSINESS FROM YOUR CUBICLE 

A cubicle is an excellent retail space, suitable for selling stuffed dolls, ear-
rings, cosmetics, semiprecious gems, plant arrangements, household clean-
ing products, real estate, and vacation packages. Don't miss your opportu-
nity to "moonlight," or as I like to call it, "fluorescentlight." 

All you need is a tacky handmade sign on the outside of your cubicle 
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that tells people you're open for business. A brochure or product sample 
can help lure people in. 

You don't need high-quality merchandise. Let's be honest—if your co-
workers were bright enough to know the difference between diamonds 
and monkey crap they wouldn't be working at your company. So don't 
waste a bunch of time on "quality." It's shelf space that matters, and you've 
got 180 cubic feet to play with. It's your chance to make some money while 
you're at work. 

THEFT OF OFFICE SUPPLIES 

Office supplies are an important part of your total compensation package. 
If God didn't want people to steal office supplies he wouldn't have given 
us briefcases, purses, and pockets. In fact, no major religion specifically 
bans the pilfering of office supplies." 

The only downside is the risk of being caught, disgraced, and impris-
oned. But if you compare that to your current work situation I think you'll 
agree that it's not such a big deal. 

The secret is to avoid getting too greedy. Office supplies are like com-
pound interest—a little bit per day adds up over time. If you want some 
yellow sticky notes, don't take the whole box at once. Instead, use several 
sheets per day as page markers on documents that you're taking home. 
Later, carefully remove them and reassemble them into pads. 

You can steal an unlimited amount of pens and pencils, but avoid the 
rookie mistake of continually asking the department secretary for the key 
to the supply closet. That attracts suspicion. Instead, steal supplies directly 
from your co-workers. Casually "borrow" their writing tools during meet-
ings and never return them. Act naturally, and remember you can always 
laugh and claim it was a "reflex" if you get caught putting their stuff in 
your pocket. 

" S o m e religious scholars will d e b a t e my in te rpre ta t ion . But ul t imately it's a ma t t e r of fai th. 
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Your co-workers will he trying to swipe your writing implements too. 
Defend your pens and pencils by conspicuously chewing on them during 
meetings. I've found that a few teeth marks are more effective than The 
Club in preventing theft. 

If you have a home computer, say good-bye to purchasing your own 
diskettes. Stolen diskettes look exactly like work-related diskettes that are 
being taken home so you can "do a little work at night." The only practical 
limit on the number of diskettes you can steal is the net worth of the com-
pany you're stealing from. Your company will go broke if you steal too 
many diskettes. Nobody wins when that happens. That's why moderation is 
the key. After you have enough diskettes to back up your hard drive, and 
maybe shingle your house, think about cutting back. 

USE COMPUTERS TO LOOK BUSY 

Any time you use a computer it looks like "work" to the casual observer. 
You can send and receive personal e-mail, download pornography from 
the Internet, calculate your finances, and generally have a blast without 
doing anything remotely related to work. These aren't exactly the societal 
benefits that everybody expected from the computer revolution, but 
they're not bad either. 

When you get caught by your boss—and you will get caught—your best 
defense is to claim you're teaching yourself to use the new software, thus 
saving valuable training dollars. You're not a loafer, you're a self-starter. 
Offer to show your boss what you learned. That will make your boss scurry 
away like a frightened salamander." 

"In laboratory tests, three* out of four f r igh tened sa lamanders w e r e mis taken for supervisors. 
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WAITING FOR INFORMATION FROM CO-WORKERS 
Hardly any task can be done without first getting help from other people 
in the company. Luckily you'll never get that help because the other peo-
ple are busy trying to get help from other people too. 

This situation is good news for everybody. Nobody does any real work 
and you can all blame your woes on some worthless bastard in another 
department. Simply make phone calls and wait for help that never comes. 
At the weekly status meeting you can legitimately claim that you've done 
everything you can do for now. 

Boss: "Did you finish your product designs?" 

You: "I made phone calls but nobody called me back." 

Boss: "That's no excuse." 

You: "What do you suggest?" 

Boss: "Get me involved earlier if you're not getting support." 

You: "I tried but you didn't call me back." 

Boss: "I'm involved now. After the meeting, tell me who's not giving you 
proper support and I'll take care of it." 

You: "I'll call you." 
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VOICE MAIL 

Voice mail has freed more employees from work than any other innova-
tion. Prior to voice mail, people answered the phone personally and often 
found themselves doing more work because of it. Now you can just let it 
ring until the call rolls over to voice mail. This has a triple advantage: You 
can (1) escape immediate work, (2) screen messages to avoid future work, 
and (3) create the impression that you're overworked! 

S a m p l e V o i c e M a i l M e s s a g e 

"This is Scott Adams. I can't take your call because I am a martyr doing 
the job of several people. Although I am dying from exhaustion I'm sure 
that the reason you called is highly important and worthy of my attention. 
Please leave a detailed message so I can evaluate your importance in rela-
tion to the six hundred other messages I will get today." 
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P E R F O R M A N C E R E V I E W S 

THE PURPOSE OF THE PERFORMANCE REVIEW 

One of the most frightening and degrading experiences in every 
employees life is the annual Performance Review. 

In theory, the Performance Review process can be thought of as a posi-
tive interaction between a "coach" and an employee, working together to 
achieve maximum performance. In reality, its more like finding a dead 
squirrel in your backyard and realizing the best solution is to fling it onto 
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your neighbors roof. Then your obnoxious neighbor takes it off the roof 
and flings it back, as if he had the right to do that. Ultimately, nobody's 
happy, least of all the squirrel. 

Theory aside, your manager's real objectives for the Performance 
Review are: 

• Make you work like a Roman orchard slave.* 

• Obtain a signed confession of your crimes against productivity. 

• justify your low salary. 

Your objective as an employee is to bilk as much unearned money as 
possible out of the cold, oppressive entity that masquerades as an 
employer while it sucks the life-force out of your body. 

Luckily for you, I'm on your side. 
This chapter will teach you how to glide through the Performance 

Review process while lining your pockets with the money that rightfully 
belongs to your more productive co-workers. (If your co-workers have a 
problem with that, let 'em buy their own helpful book.) 

"I don ' t know if t h e r e w e r e any such things as R o m a n o rcha rd slaves. Hut i f t h e r e were , t h e j o b 

probably involved c l imbing r ickety ladders w h e r e anybody could look up your toga. 
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The key to your manager's strategy is tricking you into confessing your 
shortcomings. Your boss will latch on to those shortcomings like a pit bull 
on a trespasser's buttocks. Once documented, your "flaws" will be passed 
on to each new boss you ever have, serving as justification for low raises 
for the rest of your life. Here are two examples of employees who wan-
dered into that trap: 

From E - m a i l . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

At my company we have to fill out evaluation forms. One has a 
number of categories (creativity, initiative, teamwork, etc.) with spaces 
for you to indicate "strengths" and "growth opportunities." 

I'm new and didn't know better, so I filled it out honestly, and 
tried to identify some good growth opportunities. But a co-worker 
stopped me and said any "growth opportunities" are then automati-
cally spit back to employees by management as examples of poor per-
formance. I don't need any of that, since I'm already the United Way 
campaigner, and we know what that means. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I used to work for [company] doing project management. As a part 
of that job, I was asked, "What do you think of pie charts?" to which I 
responded, "Personally, I hate them." I was asked this, in this way, 
several times by various "superiors." 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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When I got my next review, I got several negative comments about 
how I "refused to do pie charts." I pointed out to my boss that I had 
never been ASKED to do pie charts, merely about my opinion of 
them. This of course made no difference in my review—"refused to 
do pie charts" is PART OF MY PERMANENT RECORD! 

Your only defense against your boss's "development trap" is to identify 
development needs in yourself that don't sound so bad: 

• "I need to become less attractive so co-workers are not constantly 
distracted." 

• "In the interest of teamwork, I need to learn to control my 
immense intelligence in the presence of less gifted co-workers." 

" "I need to learn how to relax instead of working my typical nine-
teen-hour days." 

• "I need to make contact with an alien civilization, since their tech-
nology is the only thing I don't already understand." 

STRATEGY FOR PERFORMANCE REVIEWS 

You know you deserve more money than you're getting, based on two 
undeniable facts: 

1. You show up most of the time. 

2. See number one. 

Your manager might not see it that way (the bastard!). Luckily you have 
several things working in your favor: (1) Your manager is probably too lazy 



P e r f o r m a n c e R e v i e w s 1 0 5 

to write your Performance Review without your "input," and (2) your man-
ager fears that you might cry publicly or resort to violence. Those advan-
tages provide enough traction to pull the "performance train" in your 
direction. 

WRITING YOUR OWN PERFORMANCE REVIEW 

Your boss will ask you to document your accomplishments as input for 
your Performance Review. To the unprepared employee, this might seem 
like being forced to dig one's own grave. But after studying this chapter 
you will come to view it more like a jewelry store fantasy. 

JEWELRY STORE FANTASY 

Imagine your boss as a wealthy but clueless jewelry store owner. He 
gives you these instructions before leaving for a long vacation. "When 
nobody's around, count up how many rubies are in that huge sack in 
the back. I've wondered about that for years." 

Performance Reviews can be like a big bag of uncounted rubies. It 
doesn't matter how many rubies were originally in the bag; what matters is 
the number you report to your boss. Follow that simple philosophy when 
describing your accomplishments. 

TIPS ON DESCRIBING YOUR ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

1. Some people will foolishly limit their list of accomplishments to 
projects that they've actually worked on. This is a mistake. Don't 
forget the intangible benefit of "thinking about" a project. 

2. No matter how badly your project screwed up, focus on how 
much money would have been lost if you'd done something even 
stupider. Then count the difference between the failure you ere-
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ated and the even bigger failure you could have created as a "cost 
avoidance." 

3. Acronyms are your allies. They sound impressive while conveying 
no information. Use them liberally. 

Boss: "What was your contribution to the project?" 

You: "Mostly QA. I was also an SME for the BUs." 

Boss: "Um . . . okay. Excellent work." 

4. If all you did this year was sit in your cubicle and masturbate, 
dress it up with the latest buzzwords. Say you're a self-starter who 
proactively reengineered your personal inventory with Total 
Quality, conforming to all EEO, OSHA, and ISO 9000 require-
ments. Stress your commitment to continue this good work into 
the next fiscal year. 

5. Include testimonials from unverifiable sources. Your manager is 
far too lazy to verify your sources. And since your employee file is 
confidential, the person you quote doesn't need to know about it 
either. 

6. For this year's accomplishments include everything you did last 
year and everything you plan to do next year. Bosses don't have a 
keen grasp of time. If they did, they wouldn't ask you to do six 
months of work in two weeks. This is your chance to use that 
curious time-awareness deficiency of your boss to your advan-
tage. 

7. Include as your accomplishments anything done by an employee 
who has a similar name or similar appearance to you. It's worth a 
shot, and if you're discovered just say, "I always get us confused" 
and quickly change the subject. 
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SETTING THE STAGE 

You can set the stage for your Performance Review by talking about your 
accomplishments in glowing terms at every opportunity. Follow this 
model: 

SURROUND YOURSELF WITH LOSERS 
Make sure you work in a group with losers. Losers are the ones who will 
get low raises, thus leaving ample budget funds for you. The worst mistake 
you could make is to work in a group with highly qualified people. That's a 
no-win situation for all of you. Losers are your friends (figuratively speak-
ing). If you don't have any losers in your group, help your boss recruit 
some, preferably in areas that don't affect your life. You want the losers to 
be within the same general budget area, but not close enough to annoy 
you on a daily basis. 

I remember many joyous occasions after a reorganization at companies 
where I worked. I would run to get a copy of the new organization chart, 
almost skipping with joy at the prospect of identifying the co-workers who 
would "fund" my next raise. Discovering an incompetent co-worker in 
your group is like finding a gold nugget in your flower garden. It's free 
money without the burden of additional work. 

So if you think the only value that morons provide to the world is to 
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support the commemorative plate industry, you're wrong; they also help 
pay your salary. You have to respect that. 

360-DEGREE REVIEW 

If you're lucky enough to have a "360-degree review" process at your 
company, this is your chance to threaten your boss with "mutually 
assured destruction." Under this type of system each employee gets to 
review subordinates, co-workers, and (here's the best part) devil-spawned 
bosses. 

The secret to making this system work for you is to be sure you're the 
last person to complete your review forms. Carry the forms with you wher-
ever you go, occasionally taking them out and saying things like "That 
reminds me . . . " in the most ominous voice you can muster. 

And don't forget to hammer your co-workers too. Every dollar that goes 
to a co-worker is a dollar that's not available in the budget for you. You 
might feel selfish doing this, but remember, your co-workers will just blow 
the money on stupid stuff like education and health care, whereas you 
would stimulate the economy by spending it on clothes. You have to look 
at the big picture when you decide how your co-workers "performed." 

WRITING YOUR OWN ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

Your boss will mentally scale back whatever wild claims you make about 
yourself on your input to the Performance Review. Fortunately your boss 
is "flying blind" with no way of knowing how much to scale back. 
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Therefore, logically, your best strategy is to lie like a shoe salesman with a 
foot fetish." 

Here are some recommended phrases that I've used as the input for my 
Performance Reviews over the years, grouped by trendy category. These 
are written lor the boss's signature, thus removing the need for your boss 
to do any thinking whatsoever. 

D o e s e m p l o y e e d e m o n s t r a t e t e a m w o r k ? 

Scott loves his peers like he loves himself, except without the intense 
physical attraction. If there's a team, Scott's on it, even if only in spirit or 
simply taking credit. That's the kind of team player he is. 

D o e s e m p l o y e e h a v e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s k i l l s ? 

Scott is fluent in seventeen languages including the African one with 
the clicking sound, which he combines with Morse code in order to multi-
task. 

D o e s e m p l o y e e d e m o n s t r a t e c u s t o m e r f o c u s ? 

Nobody focuses on customers more intensely than Scott. Sometimes it 
makes the customers nervous, especially the women, but we think they 
like it. 

D o e s e m p l o y e e d e m o n s t r a t e l e a d e r s h i p s k i l l s ? 

Scott is a natural leader. People follow him everywhere he goes, and 
they watch him too. Some people say Scott is paranoid, but no, that's lead-
ership. 

bel ieve that all shoe sales p e o p l e have loot fet ishes, for t he s imple economic reason that they 'd be 

willing to work for less pay than somebody w h o ha tes feet . Tha t explains why they of ten "forget" 

your foot m e a s u r e m e n t and insist on do ing i t again. 
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D o e s e m p l o y e e m o d e l a n d f o s t e r e t h i c a l b e h a v i o r ? 

Oh yeah. Big time. For example, he would never exaggerate his accom-
plishments in an attempt to unethically inflate his salary to the level of 
"market comparables" that he keeps hearing about. 

D o e s e m p l o y e e s e t h i g h e x p e c t a t i o n s a n d s t a n d a r d s ? 

Scott's standards are so high that he despises the worthless laggards 
around him—the so-called co-workers. He thinks even less of the cus-
tomers, who apparently haven't taken the time to do any comparison shop-
ping. 

Scott's expectations are very high. He has often expressed his goal of 
evolving into pure energy and becoming the supreme overlord of the uni-
verse. He's got a long way to go, but his hair loss is a sure sign of some sort 
of rapid acceleration. 

D o e s e m p l o y e e i n v o l v e a n d e m p o w e r o t h e r s ? 

Scott empowers those around him by giving them his work whenever 
his co-workers are not—in his opinion—busy enough. Sometimes he gives 
all his work away and has to make up a few things just so everybody gets 
something. His co-workers couldn't be happier about it because they feel 
empowered. 

D o e s e m p l o y e e s e t p r i o r i t i e s ? 

Scott knows his priorities. When I (his feeble and unattractive boss) 
asked him to work on this Performance Review he hung up the phone on 
his primary customer and sprang to the keyboard like a panther. 

D o e s e m p l o y e e u n d e r s t a n d t h e c o m p a n y v i s i o n ? 

Scott is the only person who has actually "seen" the company vision. He 
claims it appeared to him one night in the forest and it's "difficult to 



P e r f o r m a n c e R e v i e w s 1 1 1 

explain" but he knows it when he sees it. He also came back with some 
"commandments" from God carved on a flat rock. 

(On an unrelated note, Scott has excellent penmanship, based on the 
observation that it is almost exactly like God's!) 

P e r f o r m a n c e S u m m a r y 

Scott is my role model. It is my dream to be more like him. Sometimes 
I follow him around and buy the same clothes. Once in a while I rummage 
through his trash. 

I once observed Scott walking across a lake to heal an injured swan. 
He is love. 

CONCLUSION 

If all else fails, try a subscription to Soldier of Fortune magazine and have 
it delivered to the office. You don't have to read it, just leave it promi-
nently on your desk. Add to your boss's nervousness by asking for "time off 
to work through a few personal problems." 

If you follow my advice, it is my opinion that your next Performance 
Review will result in a larger raise than you could possibly be worth. 
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P R E T E N D I N G TO W O R K 

When it comes to avoiding work, it's fair to say I studied with the masters. 
After nine years at Pacific Bell I learned just about everything there was to 
know about looking busy without actually being busy. During that time the 
stock price of Pacific Bell climbed steadily, so I think I can conclude that 
my avoidance of work was in the best interest of the company and some-
thing to be proud of. 

Here for the first time ever 1 am revealing my secrets for Pretending to 
Work. It's your ticket to freedom. 

Your boss is the biggest obstacle to workday leisure. He will try to make 
you work right up to—but not beyond—the point of death. This may seem 
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like an unfair generalization, because obviously it's more economical for him 
to push the people who are approaching retirement age a little bit harder. 

As an employee, you need a strategy for survival. You need to develop 
your ability to appear productive without actually expending time or 
energy. Your very life is at stake. 

Based on my painstaking research" I have concluded that there are 
three types of employees: 

1. Those who work hard regardless of the compensation (Idiots). 

2. Those who avoid work, thus appearing lazy (Idiots). 

3. Those who avoid work while somehow appearing to be produc-
tive (Contented Employees). 

The rest of this chapter outlines specific strategies for becoming a 
Contented Employee at the expense of your employer who doesn't 
deserve somebody as nice as you anyway. 

BE A CONSULTANT ON A TEAM 

If you can't be a manager, the next best way to avoid real work is to be an 
"adviser" to people who are doing real work. You might need to develop 

" T h e r e wasn ' t m u c h of it, hu t it hur t . 
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some actual expertise to become an adviser, but don't go overboard with it. 
You only need to know one percent more than the people you're advising 
and then you'll be indistinguishable from Marilyn vos Savant." 

To demonstrate my point, consider this hypothetical situation: You're 
having a conversation with Albert Einstein and he suddenly gets struck by 
lightning. This freak accident makes him instantly twice as smart. Could 
you tell the difference? 

Once a person is smarter than you, it doesn't matter if he's one percent 
smarter or one thousand percent smarter. You can't tell the difference. 
Don't waste your time acquiring a bunch of knowledge that will do noth-
ing to elevate your perceived value. 

The best areas in which to become an expert are those areas that are 
vital to many projects, shallow in substance, and spectacularly uninterest-
ing. Select an area that is so dry that when the average person is exposed 
to it he'll want to drill a hole in his head to let the boredom out. Some sug-
gested areas that fit this description: 

1. Facilities management 

2. Database administration 

3. Tax law 

WAITING FOR SOMETHING 

Seek out assignments that depend heavily on the input of incompetent co-
workers, overworked managers, and lying vendors. 11 any one of them 
screws up, you won't have the resources you need to do your job. You'll 
have no choice but to wait around. You can encourage these failures on the 
part of other people by asking for the things that are least likely to happen: 

"Marilyn vos Savant lias t h e highest r e c o r d e d IQ of any h u m a n . She o n c e solved a Rubik's C u b e just 

by scaring it into a l ignment . 
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• Ask illiterate "outdoorsy" managers to review huge documents in 
detail. 

• Place orders for "vaporware" products that will be "available soon" 
according to the vendor. 

• Ask for meetings with co-workers who have poor time-manage-
ment skills. 

These activities have the unmistakable air of being necessary while at 
the same time providing you with all the free time you'd ever want. 

CHANGE JOBS FREQUENTLY 

Job descriptions are hideously cumulative. The longer you stay in one job, 
the more work you'll be asked to do. That's because people will figure out 
what you do and they'll know how to find you. Worse yet, you will become 
competent over time, and that's as good as begging for more work. 

Change jobs as often as possible. That clears the deck of all the pesky 
people who have your phone number. You can then reinvent yourself in a 
less busy role as an "adviser" to something. Two years is the most you 
should ever spend in the same job. 

COMPLAIN CONSTANTLY ABOUT YOUR WORKLOAD 

Take every opportunity to complain about the unreasonable demands that 
are being placed on you. Reinforce your message during every interaction 
with a co-worker or manager. Here are some time-tested phrases that you 
should insert into every conversation: 

"I'm up to my ass in alligators." 
"I've been putting out fires all day." 
"I had fifteen hundred voice mail messages today Typical." 
"It looks like 1 11 be here on the weekend again." 

Over time, these messages will work themselves into the subconscious 
of everybody around you and they will come to think of you as a hard 
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worker without ever seeing a scrap of physical evidence to support the the-
ory. 

In other words, don't be this guy: 

VOICE MAIL 

Never answer your phone if you have voice mail. People don't call you just 
because they want to give you something for nothing—they call because 
they want you to do work for them. That's no way to live. Screen all your 
calls through voice mail. 

If somebody leaves a voice mail message for you and it sounds like 
impending work, respond during your lunch hour when you know the 
caller won't be there. That sends a signal that you're hardworking and con-
scientious even though you're being a devious weasel. 

If you diligently employ the method of screening incoming calls and 
then returning calls when nobody is there you greatly increase the odds 
that the caller will give up or look for a solution that doesn't involve you. 
The sweetest voice mail message you can ever hear is "Ignore my last mes-
sage. I took care of it." 

If your voice mailbox has a limit on the number of messages it can hold, 
make sure you reach that limit frequently. One way to do that is to never 
erase any incoming messages. If that takes too long, send yourself a few 
messages. Your callers will hear a recorded message that says "Sorry, this 
mailbox is full"—a sure sign that you are a hardworking employee in high 
demand. 
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If you wake up in the middle of the night to heed nature's call, take a 
moment to leave a voice mail message for your boss. Your message will 
automatically leave a recorded time-stamp, thus reinforcing the illusion 
that you work around the clock. This is a big improvement over reality— 
that you chugged a beer before going to bed. 

Some voice mail systems will activate your pager automatically when a 
message is left for you. And some voice mail systems will let you schedule 
a message to be sent at a future time. (I'll bet you know where this is 
going.) If you have a useless meeting coming up, program the voice mail 
system to send yourself a voice mail message during the meeting, thus 
activating your pager. Leave the pager on "beep" instead of vibrate so 
everybody knows you're being paged. Get a look of horror on your face as 
you check the incoming number on the pager, then excuse yourself 
rapidly. Mumble "Ohmygod . . ." on the way out. 

ARRIVING AND LEAVING 

Always arrive for work before your boss arrives. If you can't do that, leave 
work after your boss leaves. If you get to work before your boss does you 
can claim you got there at four a.m. and there's no way to disprove it. If 
you leave after your boss leaves you can claim you worked until midnight. 

Your co-workers are the only ones who can bust you. That's why it's 
important to let them know that you're watching their arrival and depar-
ture times too. That's how you keep one another "honest." 

MESSY DESK 

Executives can get away with having a clean desk. For the rest of us, it 
looks like you're not working hard enough. Build huge piles of documents 
around your work space. To the observer, last year's work looks the same as 
todays work; it's volume that counts. Pile them high and wide. If you know 
somebody is coming to your cubicle, bury the document you'll need 
halfway down in an existing stack and rummage for it when she arrives. 
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ARRIVAL AND DEPARTURE AT MEETINGS 

Come to meetings late and leave early. This leaves the impression that you 
are so busy you can't do everything. The first part of a meeting is useless 
and the last part of a meeting is when the assignments are handed out. 
That is wasted time for a busy person such as yourself. 

STUDY THINGS 

Get a job that lets you "analyze" or "evaluate" something as opposed to actu-
ally "doing" something. When you evaluate something you get to criticize 
the work of others. If you "do" something, other people get to criticize you. 

Often there are no clear performance standards for the job of analyzing 
something. You can take your time, savoring the mistakes of those people 
who were foolish enough to "do" something. 

WORK ON LONG-RANGE PROJECTS 

You can easily hide your laziness when you're associated with a long-range 
project. There's always another day to do the stuff you don't do today. And 
realistically, the project will probably get canceled or altered beyond 
recognition before it's completed anyway—so there's no harm done if you 
don't do your part. 

Avoid short-term projects at all costs. They're trouble. People expect 
results and they expect you to work late to meet deadlines. You don't need 
that hassle. 

LOOKING INCOMPETENT 

Nothing is more effective for deflecting work than sheer incompetence. 
The more incompetent you seem, the less work you'll be asked to do. This 
is not without its risks, as you might imagine. For example, you might be 
recognized as an imbecile and promoted into a management job. But short 
of that risk, it's a pretty safe strategy. 
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AVOIDING MEANINGLESS ASSIGNMENTS 

The average boss generates many meaningless tasks for the employees. 
Most of the meaningless assignments go to people who are unfortunate 
enough to fall into one of these categories: 

• The person who sits closest to the boss's office. 

• The first person who asks a related question. 

• The next person who enters the boss's office. 

You should never under any circumstances inquire about something 
that is not part of your job description. Your questions will be interpreted 
as interest in taking on new work. By virtue of asking the question you 
become elevated to the position "most appropriate" for any meaningless 
assignment in that area. 
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In the boss's eyes, the hapless subordinate whose office is closest will 
appear like a huge "out basket." Avoid the "out basket" office location even 
if you have to sleep with the facilities planner to do it." It's a prison sen-
tence. Every time you hear footsteps you'll have to pretend you're work-
ing. Every piddling task ends up on your chair with a little yellow sticky 
note from the boss. Your value to the corporation will become associated 
with a stream of unimportant assignments. Your career can never recover 
from a bad office location. 

Never enter the boss's office unless it's absolutely necessary. Every boss 
saves one corner of the desk for useless assignments that are doled out like 
Halloween candy to each visitor. Conduct all your business with your boss by 
voice mail or e-mail, thereby avoiding the "treats" afforded to less clever visi-
tors. 

STRATEGIC VACATION PLANNING 

Lastly, save some of your vacation for a time when you can use it strategically. 

"This is a n o t h e r excellent reason for en t e r i ng the facilities m a n a g e m e n t profess ion. 
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S W E A R I N G 
THE KEY TO SUCCESS FOR WOMEN 

For men, swearing can help them bond with other men. But this con-
tributes in only a tiny way to business success. Men are expected to swear, 
so it means little when they do. There is no shock value. 

For example, if a man comes to the office of another man and offers to 
show him a report, a typical response might be "Ah, shove it up your ass 
and die." 

Then both men laugh and spit and make passing references to "hoot-
ers," thus creating a lifelong bond that cannot be broken." It's not pretty, 
but swearing has its place among men, albeit a minor one. 

For women it's very different. Swearing can be shocking and attention-
grabbing. It is a sign of female power and a disregard for boundaries. And 
it is the second most important factor for success. 

"Unless hoote rs a re involved. 
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F e m a l e S u c c e s s F a c t o r s 

1. Who you know 

2. Swearing 

3. Education 

4. What you do 

I have reached this conclusion after observing an admittedly small sam-
ple of successful female executives who swear like wounded* pirates. 

But it's not my fault that the sample size was small. I blame the "glass 
ceiling." And I take no personal responsibility for the glass ceiling, having 
spent all of my corporate career under the "glass carpet." Don't get me 
started. 

To understand how swearing can help women, consider the following 
hypothetical situations: 

SCENARIO # 1 ( W I T H O U T S W E A R I N G ) 

A man comes to a woman's office and offers to show her a report. 
The woman responds by saying, "Well, I'm a bit busy right now." 
Undeterred by this mild rebuff, the man will pull up a chair and pro-
ceed to chew up an hour of the woman's valuable time. Eventually 
the woman's productivity will be devoured by an endless parade of 
men who would rather talk to her than do work. Her career will 
begin a death spiral, until eventually she becomes a bag lady. 
And if she doesn't learn to swear, she won't be much of a bag lady 
either. 

Now let's assume that this same woman was adept at the business art of 
swearing. The scenario might go like this: 

"Anil I 'm not talking a b o u t a f lesh w o u n d . I 'm talking abou t the k ind w h e r e you start s h o p p i n g fo r 

t h e p e g leg and you have to kill your par ro t b e c a u s e he won ' t s top doing Woody W o o d p e c k e r jokes. 
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SCENARIO # 2 ( W I T H S W E A R I N G ) 

A man comes to a woman's office and offers to show her a report. 
The woman responds by saying, "Ah, shove it up your ass and die." 
The man will be momentarily stunned. It is unlikely that he will pull 
up a chair. Nor will he experience any bonding. He will probably 
back slowly out the door. The woman's productivity will skyrocket. 
But what about repercussions? The woman might someday need a 
favor from the man she has just verbally abused. Fortunately for her, 
all men are trained at birth to accept verbal abuse from women and 
get over it rather quickly. 
And in the unlikely event that the man shows some hesitation to be 
helpful in the future, the situation can be smoothed over with the 
simple communication technique of saying, "Do it now or I'll rip off 
your nuts and shove them down your throat." 

There are three scenarios I've left out, but they can be discussed easily 

ACTION 

Man swears at woman 
Woman swears at woman 
Person swears at computer 

RESULT 

Six-year prison sentence 
How would I know? 
Improved operation 
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HOW TO GET Y O U R WAY 

This chapter contains strategies to help you get your way. These aren't 
the kinds of strategies that will propel you to the top of the corporate pig 
pile, but if you use them you might get some small satisfaction from 
thwarting the dolts who surround you. 

The good thing about dolts is that they can be easily duped. I'll address 
that issue in more detail in the sequel to this book, titled Hey, Why'd I 
Buy Another One of These Books ? 

Winning isn't the most important thing in business. You also have to get 
rich, otherwise there isn't much point to the whole thing. If wealth is all 
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you care about, I recommend becoming a butler for an aging millionaire 
who has lost his cognitive abilities but not his penmanship. But if you can't 
be rich, the next best thing is to be smug and cynical. That's where these 
strategies can help. 

THE FINAL SUGGESTION MANEUVER 

For years I employed the "Final Suggestion Maneuver" in meetings in 
which I knew that opinions would vary and that only my own opinion had 
any value. In other words, I used it in every meeting I ever attended. The 
success rate of this approach is nothing short of astonishing. And it's a 
good thing, because the "less than astonishing" zone contains a lot of 
strategies you don't want to try. 

L e s s T h a n A s t o n i s h i n g S t r a t e g i e s 

• Pretend to be a wax statue. 

• Make your own neckties out of toilet seat protectors. 

• Use racial epithets to "get people's attention." 

• Practice chiropractic arts in your cubicle. 

In contrast to those "go nowhere" strategies, the Final Suggestion 
Maneuver can work for you. It works like this. 

F i n a l S u g g e s t i o n M a n e u v e r 

1. Let everybody else make moronic suggestions. 

2. Stay uninvolved while the participants shred each other's sugges-
tions like crisp cabbage in a Cuisinart. Watch as they develop 
intense personal dislikes that will last their entire careers. 
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3. Toward the end of the allotted meeting time, when patience is 
thin and bladders are full, offer your suggestion. Describe it as 
a logical result of the good thoughts you've heard at the meet-
ing, no matter how ridiculous that might be. 

If you time it right, all the participants will be feeling a sense of incredi-
ble frustration and physical discomfort and will realize that your sugges-
tion is the fastest way to end the horror of the meeting. By disguising your 
suggestion as a composite of the participants' thoughts you minimize their 
need to attack you to defend their hard-argued positions. 

You'll look like the rational deal-maker while the other participants look 
like partisan whiners. The only downside is that you won't be singularly 
identified with the idea if it works. But that's typically not a problem, since 
most ideas don't work. And your boss takes credit for the ones that do. 

USE SARCASM TO GET YOUR WAY 

By definition, people with bad ideas cannot be swayed by logic. If they 
were logical they wouldn't have bad ideas in the first place—unless the 
ideas were based on bad data. That leaves you with two possible strategies 
for thwarting an illogical idea and getting your way: 

• Argue with data. Do exhaustive research to demonstrate the flaws 
in the person's assumptions. 

• Use sarcasm to mock the idea and make the person look like a 
dolt. 

If the "exhaustive research" option looks good to you, you have way too 
much time on your hands. Plus, it can only work if you're dealing with a 
co-worker who is logical and willing to admit error. And while you're at it, 
why not find a co-worker who is an omnipotent supermodel. (Note the 
clever use of sarcasm to show the folly of this approach.) 

Option two—sarcasm—is more flexible. It works whether the person 
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you wish to manipulate has bad data or a bad brain. Appeal to the person's 
sense of fear and insecurity. Use sarcasm to point out the potential for 
future ridicule. 

An example will be useful. Let's say that your idiot boss has just suggested 
that hardworking employees should be rewarded with a certificate of appre-
ciation. Here's how you can use sarcasm to make him change his plans. 

EXAMPLE OF THE POWER OF SARCASM 

You: "I used to think that all of the problems with our company were 
caused by poor management and an inadequate compensation system." 

Boss: "That's a common misperception." 

You: "Now I realize that we were suffering from a shortage of certificates." 

Boss: "Um . . ." 

You: "The part I like most is that for every person who gets a certificate 
there will be fifty people who don't—and that spells "extra effort"!" 

Boss: "I think I see what you're trying to—" 

You: "I want to earn that certificate! I'll stop at nothing!" 

Boss: "Okay, point made . . ." 

You: "Would it be okay if I stayed late tonight and waxed the tables in the 
conference rooms with my hair?" 

THE BIG PICTURE MANEUVER 

The theory behind the Big Picture Maneuver is that all white-collar work-
ers are striving to be the one who can see the "big picture" while all those 
around them are myopic losers. Your co-workers will try to one-up any 
"big picture" scenario that you lay out. You can manipulate them by taking 
advantage of that impulse. 
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Let's say you've just blown a million dollars on a project that went down 
harder than a drunken ninety-year-old woman with a broken hip. You're 
sitting in a meeting with a bunch of vultures who would like to spend the 
entire meeting rubbing your face in the fiscal entrails. Your mission is to 
escape this fate, and—with luck—even enhance your position. Here's 
where the Big Picture Maneuver is indispensable. 

The conversation might go something like this: 

You: "I spent a million dollars but the project didn't work out." 

Wally: "You blew a million dollars!!" 

Alice: "What were you thinking?" 

Ted: "Helloooo!!! Wasn't anybody managing that thing???" 

You: (Coolly looking at the big picture) "A million dollars is just "noise" 
when you consider the entire Research and Development budget. We're 
in a risky business." 
(At this point the other meeting participants will realize they have been 
flanked by the Big Picture Maneuver and they will scramble to compen-
sate.) 

Wally: "For only a million dollars, we learned a great deal." 

Alice: "Compared to the total domestic GNP, it's a rounding error." 

Ted: "Can we talk about something important now?" 

DINOSAUR STRATEGY 

The Dinosaur Strategy involves ignoring all new management directives 
while lumbering along doing things the same way you've always done them. 

What makes this strategy successful is that it usually takes six months 
for your boss to notice your rebellion and get mad about it. Coincidentally, 
that's about the length of time any boss stays in the same job. 
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The average life of an organization chart is six months. You can safely 
ignore any order from your boss that would take six months to complete. 
In other words, the environment will change before you have to do any-
thing. You can just keep chewing leaves and scampering in the volcanic ash 
while new bosses come and go. 

If you wait long enough, any bad idea will become extinct. And most 
good ideas too. So if you have time to master only one strategy, this is the 
one for you. 

E x a m p l e o f t h e D i n o s a u r S t r a t e g y 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Management, when faced with a management problem, having no 
clue what to do, but feeling that they should be doing SOME-
THING, always seems to resort to the dreaded DATABASE. Of 
course, they have no strategic plans for actually USING the database, 
but the activity of putting one together seems to keep them occupied 
and out of the engineers' hair (for a while). 

The first memo explains how the new database will solve all our 
problems. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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The next memo explains that the database is a major corporate 
undertaking and will require the cooperation of everyone to "shape 
the vision of the future." 

The next few memos explain that the database is still in progress 
and is looking better and better. 

The next memos provide example outputs of what the database 
will provide, with a disclaimer noting that the data are not yet com-
plete enough to provide meaningful results. 

More memos explain that the data collection is taking longer than 
expected, because the engineers are not providing their inputs in a 
timely manner. 

The engineers continue to ignore all the memos and chastising. 
Eventually, all goes quiet and the DATABASE fades into the sun-

set. 



1 1 

M A R K E T I N G A N D 
C O M M U N I C A T I O N S 

I can speak with some authority on the subject of marketing because I 
once took a marketing class. Moreover, I have purchased many items. 

To an outsider, the entire discipline of marketing might seem like it 
could be summarized by the following concept: 

If you lower the price you can sell more units. 

But this is a gross oversimplification that insults marketing professionals 
and ignores hundreds of years of cumulative understanding about the sub-
tle intricacies of the marketing arts. Those subtle intricacies are: 
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• If you raise the price you will sell fewer units. 

• How do I look in this outfit? 

The Marketing Department uses many advanced techniques to match 
products and buyers in a way that maximizes profits. For example, they 
give away keychains. 

But that's not all. For your convenience I have summarized the major 
concepts of marketing so you won't have to sit through a marketing class as 
I did. You're welcome. 

MARKET SEGMENTATION 

Every customer wants to get the best product at the lowest price. 
Fortunately, many customers can't tell the difference between fine Asian 
silk and Bounty paper towels. No matter how pathetic your product is, 
there's always somebody who can't tell the difference or won't have access 
to the alternatives. The job of marketing is to identify these "segments," 
stick a vacuum pump in their pockets, and suck until all you get is lint. 

Market segmentation might sound like a complicated thing, but it's the 
same process you used as a child to select players for a team. Each potential 
player is evaluated on objective characteristics, such as speed, skill, and 
power. If those characteristics don't produce a conclusive choice, then the 
group is further segmented by their levels of acne and popularity. The chil-
dren who rate high in the preferred characteristics are placed in the "team 
segment" and those who rate lowest become the market segment most 
likely to grow up and purchase inflatable women. It's that simple. 
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The most important market segment is known as the "Stupid Rich," so 
named because of their tendency to buy anything that's new regardless of 
the cost or usefulness. If you can sell enough units to the Stupid Rich, 
your production costs per unit will decrease. Then you can lower your 
prices and sell to the Stupid Poor—that's where the real volume is. 
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Its never a good idea to design your product for the Smart Poor or the 
Smart Rich. The Smart Poor will figure out a way to steal your product. 
The Smart Rich will buy your whole company and fire your ass. As a rule, 
smart people are an undesirable market segment. Fortunately, they don't 
exist. 

PRODUCT DIFFERENTIATION 

The best way to differentiate your product is by making it the best one in 
its class. But there can be only one best product in every class, and if 
you're reading this book you probably don't work for that company. So we 
don't need to get into that strategy. 

Suppose you sell a product that is exactly like other products on the 
market, for example, long distance phone service, insurance, credit cards, 
or home mortgages. You can make your product look special by disguising 
the true costs and then claiming it's more economical than the alternatives. 

Some good techniques for disguising the true cost of your product 
include: 

D i s g u i s i n g C o s t s 

• Link payments to exotic interest rates, such as the Zambian 
Floating Q Bond. 

• Offer discount plans so confusing that even Nostradamus would 
throw up his hands and say, "I dunno. You tell me." 

• Give coupons that are redeemable for prizes through an impossi-
bly inconvenient process that combines the worst elements of 
scavenger hunts, tax preparation, and recycling. 

• Compare your lowest cost plan with the competitor's highest cost 
plan. 
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• Offer lease options to people who are bad at math. 

• Assess gigantic penalties for customers who miss payments. Once 
a year, forget to mail the customer a bill. 

• Offer steep discounts for initial payments, followed by obscene 
price increases. Make it difficult for customers to wiggle out after 
they're caught in your web. 

• Sell the product without any of the features that could make it 
useful, for example, computers without keyboards and RAM. 

THE WIN-LOSE SCENARIO OF MARKETING 

Sometimes your company has a bad product at a high price. That's when 
the real magic of marketing comes into play. The focus changes from edu-
cating the consumer to thoroughly screwing the consumer. 

If you experience any ethical problems in this situation, remember the 
Marketing Professional's Motto: 

"We're not screwing the customers. All we're doing is holding them down 
while the salespeople screw them." 

Thank goodness for the ignorance of your customers. Confusion is your 
friend. Take advantage of the goodwill created by your competitors and 
create products that are eerily similar but much worse. 

E x a m p l e s 

Somy Walkman 
Honduh Accord 

Porch 911 
Harry Davidson motorcycles 
Popsi Cola 



1 3 6 T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

ADVERTISING 

Good advertising can make people buy your product even if it sucks. 
That's important, because it takes the pressure off you to make good prod-
ucts. A dollar spent on brainwashing is more cost-effective than a dollar 
spent on product improvement. 

Obviously there's a minimum quality that every product has to achieve. 
It should be able to withstand the shipping process without becoming 
unrecognizable. But after the minimums are achieved, it's advertising that 
makes the big difference. 

A good advertising campaign is engineered to fit a precise audience. In 
particular, there is a huge distinction between what message works for 
men and what message works for women. 

Males are predictable creatures. That makes it easy to craft a marketing 
message that appeals to them. All successful advertising campaigns that 
target men include one of these two messages: 

1. This product will help you get dates with bikini models. 

2. This product will save you time and money, which you'll need if 
you want to date bikini models. 

Compared to simpleminded, brutish men, women are much more intri-
cate and complex. Your advertising message must appeal to women's greater 
range of intellectual interests and aesthetic preferences. Specifically, your 
message has to say this: 

I. If you buy this product you'll be a bikini model. 

Reinforce your message of "quality" by quoting experts who say good 
things about your product. Some experts will insist on looking at your 
product before commenting on it; steer clear of those people. You want 
the type of expert who can be swayed by a free lunch and a pamphlet. 

Don't knock yourself out trying to get your expert to give you the ideal 
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quote. In advertising, as in journalism, you can reword peoples quotes for 
readability. In fact, you can create entirely new sentences using any word 
the expert has ever spoken. Technically, that's still a quote. Many of your 
finer publications use this method. You can use it too. 

O r i g i n a l L i t e r a l Q u o t e 

"The lack of quality and complete disregard for the market are evident in 
this product." 

E d i t e d Q u o t e 

"The quality are evident in regard of dis product." 

UNDERSTANDING THE CUSTOMER 

It's essential that you understand the customer. It won't change anything 
about your product—since those decisions are driven by internal politics— 
but it's necessary if you want to exhibit an "I'm-more-customer-focused-
than-thou" attitude in meetings. 



1 3 8 T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

The process for understanding customers primarily involves sitting 
around with other marketing people and talking about what you would do 
if you were dumb enough to be a customer. It sounds like this: 

Marketer #1: "You and I might prefer beef in our hamburgers, but the 
average consumer isn't that discriminating." 

Marketer #2: "I heard of a guy who eats light bulbs and nails." 

Marketer #1: "Exactly. They don't care what they eat." 

Marketer #2: "So we could fill our burgers with lawn clippings and toe-
nails and that kind of [expletive deleted] and they'd never know the differ-
ence." 

Marketer #1: "They might even thank us for saving them money." 

Marketer #2: "I'm exhausted from all of this market analysis. You want to 
get a steak?" 

Marketer #1: "I'm a vegetarian." 

If you've ever actually met a customer, generalize about the behavior of 
all customers from that one example. If you haven't met a customer, retell 
the story you heard from somebody who has met a customer, adding your 
own little twists when absolutely necessary. 

Over time, the one customer anecdote will be retold and altered just 
enough to become "common knowledge" about customer preferences. 

True story: A customer for a large phone company complained because 
he didn't have a way to test his equipment on the public data network 
unless he paid for the service first. With each telling of this customer's 
complaint it became obvious that "many customers" needed to test equip-
ment. One manager frequently referred to the "stack of requests" on his 
desk. Eventually the customer demand became so great that a low-ranking 
employee was assigned the project of building a multimillion-dollar lab 
facility to solve the problem. But every time he tried to verify the huge 
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customer demand, each story traced back to the one original guy, who had 
long since solved his problem. The employee was ordered to build the lab 
anyway under the theory that there must be more customers like the one 
guy who asked for it. The project was eventually killed for political rea-
sons. The low-ranking employee eventually left the phone company and 
became a syndicated cartoonist. 

You can use Focus Groups to narrow the range of your research. Focus 
Groups are people who are selected on the basis of their inexplicable free 
time and their common love of free sandwiches. They are put in a room 
and led through a series of questions by a trained moderator. 

For many of these people it will be the first time they've ever been fed 
and listened to in the same day. This can cause some strange behavior. 
They will begin to complain vehemently about things that never really 
bothered them before. Then they will suggest product features that they 
would never buy. 

Person #1: "If my toothbrush had a dog brush on the other end I could 
clean my teeth and brush my Chihuahua at the same time. Now that's a 
product I'd buy." 

Person #2: "Yes, yes! And it could have a third prong for waxing your car 
at the same time. I'd buy that. If I had a car." 

Person #3: "Whoa whoa whoa! What if the toothbrush could also start 
your car? Or better yet, somebody else's car?" 



1 4 0 T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

In time, heady from the thrill of free sandwiches and all the attention, 
the Focus Group participants will offer breakthrough suggestions that will 
alter the course of your company forever. Unless you get a bad batch of 
Focus Group people, in which case they'll eat your sandwiches, bitch 
about you, and leave. 

Now you're ready for market research. 

MARKET RESEARCH 

In more primitive times, businesses had to use trial and error to find out 
what customers wanted. That was before market research was invented, 
thus turning this hodgepodge of guesswork and natural selection into a 
finely tuned scientific process. 
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Market research was made possible by the discovery that consumers 
make rational, well-reasoned buying decisions. That being the case, all you 
need to do is craft an unbiased survey and ask a statistically valid subset of 
them what they want. 

Here are some of the more successful market research surveys that led 
directly to the creation of wildly successful products and services that 
would not have been possible otherwise. 

HISTORICAL USES OF MARKET SURVEYS 

AIRLINE SURVEY ( 1 9 2 0 ) 

If you had to travel a long distance, would you rather: 

A. Drive a car. 

B. Take a train. 

C. Allow yourself to be strapped into a huge metal container that 
weighs more than your house and be propelled through space by 
exploding chemicals while knowing that any one of a thousand 
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different human, mechanical, or weather problems would cause 
you to be incinerated in a spectacular ball of flame. 

If you answered "C" would you mind if we stomped on your luggage 
and sent it to another city? 

V C R SURVEY ( 1 9 6 5 ) 

If you could purchase a device that displayed recorded movies on 
your television, how much would you be willing to pay for it? 

A. $200. 

B. $500. 

C. $2,500 because it will be well worth it if I can rent filthy movies 
and masturbate like a wild monkey. 

ONLINE COMPUTING SURVEY ( 1 9 8 5 ) 

If you could connect your computer to a vast network of information, 
how would you use this service? 

A. Gather valuable scientific information. 

B. Improve my education. 

C. Demonstrate my complete lack of personality by spending count-
less hours typing inane and often obscene sentence fragments that 
can be viewed by people just like me in "real time." 

If you answered "C" above, what should that service be called? 

A. Computer Chat. 

B. I'm a Moron and I'll Prove It! 

C. Good-bye Savings Account. 
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MARKET REQUIREMENTS 
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After you have your market research it's time to design the product. 
Your engineers will ask you to specify what the product needs to do. That 
can be a lot of work and it will set you up to take the blame if nobody buys 
the product later. Avoid specifying market requirements at all costs. If the 
Engineering Department keeps asking for market requirements, take one 
of these approaches: 

1. Insist that you've already specified the requirements when you 
said it should be "high quality and low cost." Complain to the 
engineer's boss that the engineer is stalling. 

cally impossible. Complain to the engineer's boss that the engi-
neer is not being a can-do person. 

2. Ask the engineer to tell you all the things that are possible plus 
the associated cost so you can choose the best solution. Complain 
to the engineer's boss that the engineer is uncooperative. 

3. Specify market requirements that are either technically or logi-
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CREATING A MARKET 

1 4 5 

If there's no market for your product, sometimes you can create one. This 
involves inventing a problem and then providing the solution. The most 
effective methods for creating a market include: 

PROBLEM YOU CREATE 

Write bad software 
Build undependable products 
Tell people they stink 

MARKET OPPORTUNITY 

Sell upgrades 
Sell service warranties 
Sell deodorant 

NATURAL ENEMIES 

Engineers are the natural enemies of marketing people, always trying to 
inject their unwanted logic and knowledge into every situation. Often they 
will make unreasonable demands that a product have some use. Sometimes 
they'll whine endlessly because the product maims customers. If it's not one 
thing it's another. You can minimize the problem by not inviting them to 
meetings. 
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THE DILBERT PRINCIPLE 

Engineers can be most dangerous when they take advantage of market-
ing people's tendency to believe whatever they hear, as in these examples: 
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MARKETING ILLUSTRATED 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Here's a mind-boggling stupid idea from our Marketing 
Department that you might be able to use. 

We make [type of machine], A new version of our product is 
both cheaper and faster. A great breakthrough, right? 

Well, Marketing wants Engineering to slow the unit down so 
they have a low-cost unit to sell. Then sell them upgrades to full 
speed at an enormous price. These would be physically identi-
cal, just one would have the code messed up on purpose to run 
slow. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

We asked the Marketing Division to give us some numbers 
in regard to how many of each product they want to sell. 

Their reply: We need "X" number of dollars. You figure out 
how many of each product you need to produce to meet that 
figure. 

Our conclusion: Marketing has no idea how to do its job; 
Marketing does not want to do its job; Marketing and related 
vital business activities (such as forecasting) are all figments of 
our imagination. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: seottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Before I started at [company] two years ago, they had com-
pleted their base-level product. On the verge of making a cou-
ple of sales, Marketing decided to divulge some of the details of 
the "next-generation system" to the potential customers. They 
all liked the sound of it so much that they decided to "not* buy 
the current system and wait for the new one. [Company's] 
potential customers are looking for a system that will be put in 
place and expected to last as much as twenty-five years, so they 
are not going to rush into a purchase. 

Three years later the "next-generation" system is almost 
done. Customers are impressed with demo units, but express 
some reservations. 

"Not to worry," says Marketing, "in two years we will have a 
'high-performance system' completed which will take care of 
your concerns." 

Once again, the customers have decided to wait. In the mean-
time, [company] has run out of $$$, and the much-advertised 
"high-performance system" is only in the early planning stages. 
All the production people have been laid off, but most of the 
managers and all of the marketers are still employed. The final 
system may never become a reality. 

mailto:seottadams@aol.com
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M A N A G E M E N T 
CONSULTANTS 

If the employees of your company are incompetent you might want to 
get some consultants. A consultant is a person who takes your money and 
annoys your employees while tirelessly searching for the best way to 
extend the consulting contract. 

Consultants will hold a seemingly endless series of meetings to test vari-
ous hypotheses and assumptions. These exercises are a vital step toward 
tricking managers into revealing the recommendation that is most likely to 
generate repeat consulting business. 

After the "correct" recommendation is discovered, it must be justified 
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by a lengthy analysis. The consultants begin working like crazed beavers in 
a coffee lake. Reams of paper will disappear. You'll actually be able to hear 
the screams of old-growth forests dying as the consultants churn out page 
after page of backup charts and assumptions. The analysis will be cleverly 
designed to be as confusing as possible, thus discouraging any second-
guessing by sniping staff members who are afraid of appearing dense. 

When consultants are added to a department they change the balance 
and chemistry of the group. You need a new process to take advantage of 
the consultants' skills. The most efficient process is to use the dullard 
employees as data gatherers to feed the massive brains of the consultants. 
This keeps the employees busy and makes them feel involved while the 
consultants hold meetings with senior managers of the company to com-
plain about the support they're getting and to pitch new projects. 

Consultants use a standard set of decision tools that involve creating 
"alternative scenarios" based on different "assumptions." Any pesky 
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assumptions that don't support the predetermined recommendation are 
quickly discounted as being uneconomical—for the consultants. 

The remaining assumptions are objectively validated by sending 
employees off to obtain information that is not available. Later, the 
assumptions are transformed into near-facts through the process of sitting 
around arguing about what is "most likely." 

Consultants will ultimately recommend that you do whatever you're not 
doing now. Centralize whatever is decentralized. Flatten whatever is verti-
cal. Diversify whatever is concentrated and divest everything that is not 
"core" to the business. You'll hardly ever find a consultant who recom-
mends that you keep everything the same and stop wasting money on con-
sultants. And consultants will rarely deal with the root cause of your com-
pany's problems, since that's probably the person who hired them. Instead, 
they'll look for ways to improve the "strategy" and the "process." 

Consultants don't need much experience in an industry in order to be 
experts. They learn quickly. If your twenty-six-year-old consultant drives 
past the Egghead software outlet on the way to an assignment, that would 
qualify as experience in the software industry. If Egghead has a sale on 
modems that day: hardware experience. This type of experience is unavail-
able to the regular staff members who have worked in the industry for 
twenty years but still use yellow sticky notes to identify their various excre-
tory openings. 

Aside from their massive intellects, consultants bring many advantages 
to your company that regular employees can't match. 
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• Consultants have credibility because they are not dumb enough to 
be regular employees at your company. 

• Consultants eventually leave, which makes them excellent scape-
goats for major management blunders. 

• Consultants can schedule time on your boss's calendar because 
they don't have your reputation as a whiny little troublemaker who 
constantly brings up unsolvable "issues." 

• Consultants are often more attractive than your regular employ-
ees. This is not always true, but if you get a batch of homely ones 
you can always replace them in a month. 

• Consultants will return your calls, because it's all billable time to 
them. 

• Consultants work preposterously long hours, thus making the regu-
lar staff feel like worthless toads for working only sixty hours a week. 

CONSULTANTS ILLUSTRATED 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Here's one that happened at a company I worked for. . . . 
President of the company ignores suggestions by employees on 

how to improve operations. He hires a consultant to come in and 
make suggestions. Consultant talks to employees, gets their same 
suggestions, and presents them to president, who says they are "good 
ideas" and implements them. 

Quite irritating, it was. . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I used to work at a large company that made nuclear weapons and 
MRI scanners. They hired a consulting group to come in and tell 
them how they should change the business. 

The consultants said that [company name] was the company to be 
like. That company started a bike business from nothing and had 
grown to become some huge presence in a very short time. 

When you ordered your bike, they measured you and made a bike 
to your size and painted it the color you wanted. You had it within 
two weeks. The theme here was customizing to the customer. 

We made very large expensive MRI scanners. We weren't sure if 
that meant we had to paint them different colors. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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The middle managers were all toeing the company line and trying 
to whip us into agreement. At the same time, I was looking for a bike 
and I thought it would be neat to have one measured for me. I went 
looking for a [company name] bike, but I couldn't find any. Bicycle 
shops told me that the bike manufacturer went out of business. 

The next day I mentioned it to my manager. He informed me I 
was naive (I was) and that I must be wrong (I wasn't). 

It really pissed me off, so I called some of the shops that had ads 
with [company name] brand names and got their regional contact. 
The regional contact said they no longer were in the business and 
gave me the national contact. 

When I called the national contact I got the division that handles 
"massage and bath products" for [company name]. He said they 
hadn't been in that business for at least six months and if there was 
anything left it was sold to [another company name]. 

I documented all my facts and contacts and phone numbers and 
went back to confront my manager. (I told you I was naive.) I guess 
he took it to his manager and that was the last we heard of that. 

I bet they never called the numbers. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

About four months ago, my company [a copy center] hired a very 
expensive consultant to teach us all about the new "Q Program," the 
basic upshot of which is that we aren't allowed to make mistakes any-
more. Naturally, we raised the question of the possibility of such per-
fection, and his arguments went something like this: 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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(A) If you can go for ten seconds without making any mistakes, 
you can go for a minute without making any mistakes. And if you can 
go for a minute, you can go for sixty perfect minutes. And so on and 
so forth. 

(B) You're saying it's okay for [company] to make mistakes? How 
many are okay? One in a hundred? Yes? What if doctors dropped one 
in a hundred babies on their heads? What if one out of a hundred 
planes crashed into the side of a mountain? 

Yes, the man actually drew a parallel between copying errors and 
the deaths of thousands. 
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B U S I N E S S P L A N S 

Somewhere between the hallucinations of senior management and the 
cold reality of the market lies something called a business plan. There are 
two major steps to building a business plan: 

1. Gather information. 

2. Ignore it. 

In the information-gathering phase, each area of the company is asked 
to predict its revenues and expenses for the coming years. As you might 
expect, the predictions will be "padded" to make them easy to achieve. For 
example, if a business unit sold a million units last year it might submit less 
aggressive targets for the coming year. 
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SALES ESTIMATE FOR NEXT YEAR 

"Sales will be negative for the year. We expect that many shoplifters will 
take our product off the shelf and bring it to the cashier for a refund using 
only gum wrappers as receipts. Medical expenses will be up thirty percent 
because the few customers who actually pay for our products will return 
them by throwing them at employees." 

Senior management will look at the aggregated lies of the individual 
business units and adjust them to where they "know they should be." This 
can cause a fairly large gap between what the employees think they can do 
and what senior management tells them they must do. This gap can be 
closed by adjusting the assumptions. 

First, assume that any positive trends will continue forever and any neg-
ative trends will turn around soon. Then run the numbers through a com-
puter spreadsheet. The result is the future. (Later, if you turn out to be 
wrong, blame it on the global economy.) 

Some companies change what they're doing to get the future they want. 
This is a waste of time. You can get the same result by adjusting the 
assumptions in your business plan. Remember, the future depends on 
assumptions and the assumptions are just stuff you make up. No sense in 
knocking yourself out. 
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It is never a good idea to be constrained by reality when you craft your 
assumptions for the business case. Reality is very unpopular and it is not 
fun to read. If you've never seen any reality written down, here are some 
examples to illustrate how unmotivating it can be. 

A s s u m p t i o n s B a s e d o n R e a l i t y ( A v o i d ) 

The project team leader is a nitwit. Our best case scenario is that he 
won't run with tools in his hands and hurt someone. 

The project team will need additional people. Management will 
respond by increasing the frequency of status reports. 

Our market research was apparently conducted at a mental health 
clinic. Either that or there really is a robust market demand by people 
named Moses. 



B u s i n e s s P l a n s 1 6 5 

On the surface it might seem unethical to build a business plan that 
intentionally avoids any contact with reality. I say "pish tosh" to that, not 
because it means anything, but just because it's fun to say." 

Everybody knows that business plans are created after decisions have 
been made by the executives of your company. Therefore, nobody believes 
your assumptions anyway. So you're not being unethical when you use 
ludicrous assumptions, you're just lying to keep your job. People will 
respect you for that. 

It's not always easy to craft assumptions that support the result your 
executives want. But I'm here to help. Here are some valuable tips for get-
ting the "right" answers in your analyses. 

° Go ahead , try it. You'll f ind yourself saying pish tosh o f t e n a n d liking it. 



174 
1 0 2 T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

I r r a t i o n a l C o m p a r i s o n s 

If there's a better solution than the one your executives want you to jus-
tify avoid it like a William Shatner poetry festival. Make no mention of the 
better alternative and hope nobody notices. Instead, focus on the 
hideously stupid alternatives that make the recommended approach look 
good in comparison. 

B a d A l t e r n a t i v e s T h a t M a k e Y o u r s L o o k G o o d 

1. Upgrade obsolete equipment. 

2. Hire hordes of troublemaking, union-inclined workers. 

3. Do nothing and watch the business crumble while your nimble 
competitors reap obscene profits, live in big houses, and use 
your relatives as servants. 

UNREALISTIC REVENUE PROJECTIONS 

If only one percent of the world buys your product, that's fifty million cus-
tomers! 

Some variation of that "analysis" has been used successfully by every 



B u s i n e s s P l a n s 1 6 7 

company that ever launched a product. It's a compelling argument for 
launching a new product because everybody knows that the general popu-
lation breaks down this way: 

60% People who don't need your product 
30% People who have no money 

5% People who are nuts 
5% People who will buy any damn thing 

That leaves a neat ten percent of the population who can be considered 
likely customers for your product, and that's more than enough to support 
a business plan. If somebody questions your market projections, simply 
point out that your target market is "People who are nuts" and "People 
who will buy any damn thing." Nobody is going to tell you there aren't 
enough of those people to go around. 

WRITING THE COMPANY BUSINESS PLAN 

Employees want to feel that they participated in the formation of the busi-
ness plan. This scam is called "buy-in," and it's essential for reminding the 
employees that if anything goes wrong it's their fault. 

These are the important steps to achieving buy-in for a company busi-
ness plan. 
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1. Executives set the company direction with useful statements such 
as "Become the market leader in fabric softener and satellite com-
munications." 

This direction is essential, because employees can easily be mis-
led into believing that the goal of the company is to go out of busi-
ness. Or worse, a driver for a delivery truck might become con-
fused by the absence of direction and start designing microchip 
circuits instead of hauling fabric softener. 

2. Employees are asked to objectively rank the value of their activi-
ties in supporting the company's objectives. 

3. Employees rank every activity as a top priority, critical to the very 
existence of the company. They support their claims with indeci-
pherable, acronym-laden bullet points. 

4. The employees' input is collected into large binders. 

5. The Budget Department uses the input from the employees as the 
basis for lengthy discussions about the relative stupidity and 
worthlessness of each department. 

Eventually, budget recommendations are made on the basis of 
several weighted factors: 

10% Which project acronyms are most familiar to the Budget 
Department. 

10% Fourth-hand anecdotes they've heard that would indicate 
executive support for a particular project. 

80% What department the budget people would like to eventu-
ally work in if only they could find a way to get out of 
doing budgets. 

6. A technical writer is called in to accept the blame for the fact that 
the various components of the plan make no sense and important 
projects are unfunded. Feeling bitter and cynical, but secure in 
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the knowledge that nobody will ever see the plan, the technical 
writer cobbles a document together and then resigns in disgust 
after erasing the source file. 

7. The plan is locked up in a secure place because it is too propri-
etary to share with the employees. 
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E N G I N E E R S , S C I E N T I S T S , 
P R O G R A M M E R S , A N D 
OTHER O D D PEOPLE 

People who work in the fields of science and technology are not like other 
people. This can be frustrating to the nontechnical people who have to 
deal with them. The secret to coping with technology-oriented people is to 
understand their motivations. This chapter will teach you everything you 
need to know. 
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All technical professionals share a common set of traits. For conve-
nience, I will focus primarily on engineers. It is safe to generalize to the 
other science and technology professions. 

For the record, I'm not an engineer by training. But I spent ten years 
working with engineers and programmers in a variety of jobs. I learned 
their customs and mannerisms by observing them, much the way Jane 
Goodall learned about the great apes, but without the hassle of grooming. 

In time, I came to respect and appreciate the ways of engineers. 
Eventually I found myself adopting their beautiful yet functional philoso-
phies about life. It was too late for me to go back to school and become a 
real engineer but at least I could pretend to be one and enjoy the obvious 
benefits of elevated sexual appeal. So far I think it's working. 
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Engineering is so trendy these days that everybody wants to be one. 
The word "engineer" is greatly overused. If there's somebody in your life 
who you think is trying to pass as an engineer, give him this test to discern 
the truth. 

ENGINEER IDENTIFICATION TEST 

You walk into a room and notice that a picture is hanging crooked. 
You . . . 

A. Straighten it. 

B. Ignore it. 

C. Buy a CAD system and spend the next six months designing a 
solar-powered, self-adjusting picture frame while often stating 
aloud your belief that the inventor of the nail was a total moron. 

The correct answer is "C" but partial credit can be given to anybody 
who writes "It depends" in the margin of the test or simply blames the 
whole stupid thing on "Marketing." 

My contribution to the understanding of engineers will be to try to 
explain the noble, well-reasoned motives behind what the so-called normal 
people perceive as odd behaviors. 

SOCIAL SKILLS 

It's totally unfair to suggest—as many have—that engineers are socially 
inept. Engineers simply have different objectives when it comes to social 
interaction. 
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"Normal" people expect to accomplish several unrealistic things from 
social interaction: 

• Stimulating and thought-provoking conversation 

• Important social contacts 

• A feeling of connectedness with other humans 

These goals are irrational and stupid. Experience shows that most con-
versations degenerate into discussions about parking spaces, weather pat-
terns, elapsed time since you last exercised, and—God forbid—"feelings." 
These topics hardly qualify as stimulating and thought-provoking. Nor are 
they useful. 

Engineers realize that making personal contacts is not valuable in their 
occupation. For them it's not "who you know" that matters, its "who knows 
less than you do" that counts. 
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Nor is there much tangible value in feeling "connected" with other 
humans. That stuff is best left to the poets and the multilevel marketing 
organization. To an engineer, most "normal" people are intellectually indis-
tinguishable from Mexican jumping beans with faces." Feeling "con-
nected" with carbon-based dolts holds all the joy of being handcuffed to a 
dead zebra—it sounds special, but it can get old fast. 

In contrast to "normal" people, engineers have rational objectives for 
social interactions: 

• Get it over with as soon as possible. 

• Avoid getting invited to something unpleasant. 

• Demonstrate mental superiority and mastery of all subjects. 

These are sensible goals and ones that can produce great joy. The social 
skill of an engineer must be evaluated on the basis of these rational objec-
tives, not on the basis of bizarre and nonsensical societal standards. 
Viewed in this light, I think you'll agree that engineers are very effective in 
their social interactions. It's the "normal" people who are nuts. 

FASCINATION WITH GADGETS 

To the engineer, all matter in the universe can be placed into one of two 
categories: (1) things that need to be fixed, and (2) things that will need to 
be fixed after you've had a few minutes to play with them. Engineers like 
to solve problems. If there are no problems handily available, they will cre-
ate their own problems. Normal people don't understand this concept; 
they believe that if it ain't broke, don't fix it. Engineers believe that if it 
ain't broke, it doesn't have enough features yet. 

No engineer looks at a television remote control without wondering 
what it would take to turn it into a stun gun. No engineer can take a 
shower without wondering if some sort of Teflon coating would make 

11 you th ink it's easy to c o m e up with great analogies let's see you do it. 
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showering unnecessary. To the engineer, the world is a toy box full of sub-
optimized and feature-poor toys. 

That's a good thing, society-wise. 
If not for the compulsions of engineers, mankind would have never 

seen the wheel, settling instead for the trapezoid because some 
Neanderthal in Marketing convinced everybody it had great braking abil-
ity. And there would be no fire, because some middle-manager cave per-
son would point out that if fire was such a good idea the other cave people 
would already be using it. 
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F r o m E - m a i l . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I work for [company] as a tech-rep, providing on-site service 
to a variety of clients. Once, I answered a call at an engineering 
firm. They said the copier was jamming. When I got there I dis-
covered a huge pile of copier components, nuts, bolts, etc. and 
a stripped copier frame. 

The head engineer had compiled a two-volume set of notes 
listing real, false, and perceived faults with the copier. They had 
recorded time of day, job conditions (one-sided copies, two-
sided copies, document handler selected/nonselected, paper 
weight, etc.), and line voltage fluctuations. I asked them why 
they had disassembled it, and they replied, "So it would take 
you less time to fix it." 

It took four days (I am not kidding or exaggerating in the 
least!) to reassemble and set up page after page of meticulous, 
tedious adjustments. 

And do you know what the problem was? They had put 
developer in the ink receptacle! From a tech-reps point of view 
the easiest thing in the world to diagnose, takes thirty minutes 
to fix (on that particular product). 

FASHION AND APPEARANCE 

Clothes are the lowest priority for an engineer, assuming the basic thresh-
olds for temperature and decency have been satisfied. If no appendages 
are freezing or sticking together, and if no genitalia or mammary glands 
are swinging around in plain view, then the objective of clothing has been 
met. Anything else is a waste. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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If you think about it logically, you are the only person who doesn't have 
to look at yourself, not counting the brief moments you look in the mirror. 
Engineers understand that their appearance only bothers other people and 
therefore it is not worth optimizing. 

Another plus: Bad fashion can discourage normal people from interact-
ing with the engineer and talking about the cute things their children do. 
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LOVE OF "STAR TREK" 

Engineers love all of the "Star Trek" television shows and movies. It's a 
small wonder, since the engineers on the starship Enterprise are portrayed 
as heroes, occasionally even having sex with aliens. Every engineer dreams 
about saving the universe and having sex with aliens. This is much more 
glamorous than the real life of an engineer, which consists of hiding from 
the universe and having sex without the participation of other life forms. 
Consequently, ratings for "Star Trek" will remain high as long as they stay 
away from any realism. 

DATING AND SOCIAL LIFE 

Dating is never easy for engineers. A normal person will employ various 
indirect and duplicitous methods to create a false impression of attractive-
ness. Engineers are incapable of placing appearance above function. 

For society, it's probably a good thing that engineers value function over 
appearance. For example, you wouldn't want engineers to build nuclear 
power plants that only look like they would keep all the radiation inside. 
You have to consider the global perspective. But the engineer's emphasis 
on function over form is a big disadvantage for dating, where the goal is to 
act phony until the other person loves you for the person that you are. 

Engineers don't like to make small talk because no useful information is 
exchanged. It is more useful to explain complicated technology issues to 
any human who will stand still. That way at least some information is 
exchanged and the encounter is not wasted. Unfortunately, it seems that a 
normal person would rather have a bushel of pine cones rammed up the 
nose* than listen to a story about technology. But that's no reason to stop 
imparting valuable knowledge to a person who doesn't want it. 

Sometimes normal people will try to use body language to end an 
encounter with an engineer. But engineers ignore body language because 

° In cont ro l led lab tests, n i n e t e e n ou t of twenty subjects p r e f e r r e d to have p ine cones r a m m e d up 

their noses. T h e o t h e r sub jec t p r e f e r r e d to have t h e e n g i n e e r r a m m e d up his nose. He'l l be missed. 
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it is an imprecise science at best. For example, it's almost impossible to tell 
the difference between a comatose stare and an expression of interest. 

Fortunately, engineers have an ace in the hole. They are widely recog-
nized as superior marriage material: intelligent, dependable, employed, 
honest, and handy around the house. While it's true that many normal 
people would prefer not to date an engineer, most normal people harbor 
an intense desire to mate with them, thus producing engineerlike children 
who will have high-paying jobs long before losing their virginity. 

Male engineers reach their peak of sexual attractiveness later than nor-
mal men, becoming irresistible erotic dynamos in their mid thirties to late 
forties. Just look at these examples of sexually irresistible men in technical 
professions: 

• Bill Gates. 

• MacGyver. 

• Etcetera. 

Female engineers become irresistible at the age of consent and remain 
that way until about thirty minutes after their clinical death. Longer if it's a 
warm day. 
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BATTLING UNFAIR STEREOTYPES 

1 8 1 

Engineers are often stereotyped in the media. It is horribly unfair to 
assign a set of common traits to an entire group of people. There is some 
talk that I have been guilty of doing this myself, but I contend I've been 
framed. 

To set the record straight, I have interviewed thousands of engineers 
and determined that the stereotypes do not fit them all. Here are the 
exceptions I found: 

ENGINEER 

Elmer Moline, Calgary, Canada 

Herb Blinthem, San Jose, California 

Anita Fluman, Dublin, California 

Hugh Hunkelbein, Schaumburg, Illinois 

EXCEPTION TO STEREOTYPE 

Had a second date at age 
twenty-three 

Enjoyed Bridges of Madison 
County 

Has rhythm 

Doesn't care how his 
television remote control 
works as long as it does 
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HONESTY 

For humans, honesty is a matter of degree. Engineers are always honest in 
matters of technology and human relationships. That's why it's a good idea 
to keep engineers away from customers, romantic interests, and other peo-
ple who can't handle the truth. 

Engineers sometimes bend the truth to avoid work. But thanks to the 
concept of "common usage" this is not technically dishonest in the modern 
workplace. 
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Sometimes engineers say things that sound like lies but technically are 
not because nobody could be expected to believe them. The complete list 
of engineer lies is listed below. 

"I won't change anything without asking you first." 
"I'll return your hard-to-find cable tomorrow." 
"I have to have new equipment to do my job." 
"I'm not jealous of your new computer." 

FRUGALITY 

Engineers are notoriously frugal. This is not because of cheapness or mean 
spirit; it is simply because every spending situation is simply a problem in 
optimization, that is, "How can 1 escape this situation while retaining the 
greatest amount of cash?" 
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ADVICE 

Engineers are always delighted to share wisdom, even in areas in which 
they have no experience whatsoever. Their logic provides them with inher-
ent insight into any field of expertise. This can be a problem when dealing 
with the illogical people who believe that knowledge can only be derived 
through experience, as in this case: 
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EXPLAINING ENGINEERING 

Most people don't know what it means to be an engineer. There are many 
types of engineers and they do many fascinating things during the work-
day. However, the excitement and pure adrenaline rush of the engineer's 
life is sometimes lost when it is explained to other people. 
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POWERS OF CONCENTRATION 

If there is one trait that best defines an engineer it is the ability to concen-
trate on one subject to the complete exclusion of everything else in the 
environment. This sometimes causes engineers to be pronounced dead 
prematurely. 

There are numerous reports* of engineers who were halfway through 
the embalming process before they sat up and shouted something like 

"I can't r e m e m b e r w h e r e I saw these repor ts , bu t w h e n I th ink of it I'll mail you copies. 
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"I've got it—all it needs is a backup relay circuit!!!" Some funeral homes in 
high-tech areas have started checking resumes before processing the bod-
ies. Anybody with a degree in electrical engineering or experience in com-
puter programming is propped up in the lounge for a few days just to see 
if he or she snaps out of it. 

RISK 
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Engineers hate risk. They try to eliminate it whenever they can. This is 
understandable, given that when an engineer makes one little mistake the 
media will treat it like it's a big deal or something. 

EXAMPLES OF BAD PRESS FOR ENGINEERS 

• Hindenberg. 

• Space Shuttle Challenger. 

• Hubble space telescope. 

• Apollo 13. 

• Titanic. 

• Ford Pinto. 

• Corvair. 

The risk/reward calculation for engineers looks something like this: 

RISK 

Public humiliation and the death of 
thousands of innocent people 

REWARD 

A certificate of appreciation in a 
handsome plastic frame 
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Being practical people, engineers evaluate this balance of risks and 
rewards and decide that risk is not a good thing. The best way to avoid risk 
is by advising that any activity is technically impossible for reasons that are 
far too complicated to explain. 

If that approach is not sufficient to halt a project, then the engineer will 
fall back to a second line of defense: 

"It's technically possible but it will cost too much." 

The quickest way to make a project uneconomical is by doubling the 
resources needed and using the cover story that you need to prevent fail-
ures. 

EGO 

Ego-wise, two things are important to engineers: 

• How smart they are. 

• How many cool devices they own. 

The fastest way to get an engineer to solve a problem is to declare that 
the problem is unsolvable. No engineer can walk away from an unsolvable 
problem until it's solved. No illness or distraction is sufficient to get the 
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engineer off the ease. These types of challenges quickly become per-
sonal—a battle between the engineer and the laws of nature. 

Engineers will go without food and hygiene for days to solve a problem. 
(Other times just because they forgot.) And when they succeed in solving 
the problem they will experience an ego rush that is better than sex—and 
I'm including the kind of sex where other people are involved. Not only is 
it better at the moment, but it lasts for as long as people will listen to the 
engineer's tale of conquest. 

Nothing is more threatening to the engineer than the suggestion that 
somebody has more technical skill. Normal people sometimes use that 
knowledge as a lever to extract more work from the engineer. When an 
engineer says that something can't be done (a code phrase that means it's 
not fun to do), some clever normal people have learned to glance at the 
engineer with a look of compassion and pity and say something along these 
lines: 

"I'll ask Bob to figure it out. He knows how to solve difficult technical 
problems." 

At that point it is a good idea for the normal person to not stand 
between the engineer and the problem. The engineer will set upon the 
problem like a starved Chihuahua on a pork chop. 
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Engineers can actually hear machines talk to them. The rattle in the 
car's engine teases softly, "I'll bet you can't find me." The computer hums 
an approving tune when the engineer writes an especially brilliant piece of 
computer code. The toaster says "Not yet, not yet, not yet" until the toast 
pops out. An engineer who is surrounded by machines is never lonely and 
never judged by appearance. These are friends. 

So it should be no surprise that engineers invest much of their ego in 
what kind of "friends" they have. 
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ENGINEERS ILLUSTRATED 



165 1 0 2 T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 



E n g i n e e r s , S c i e n t i s t s , P r o g r a m m e r s , a n d O t h e r O d d P e o p l e 1 9 5 



1 5 

CHANGE 

"Change" was a very ordinary thing for many eons. But thanks to con-
sultants, "change" has been elevated to an important business concept. It 
all started with downsizing. 

Many managers lost their jobs because of downsizing. These ex-managers 
wisely called themselves "consultants," because that sounded far sexier than 
"street urchins." 
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As the consultants applied their skills, the phrase they used most often 
was "Spare change?" It began as a plaintive mumble, but over time the con-
sultants became more aggressive, shouting "Spare change!" to passersby, 
almost as if it were a command. Over time the phrase was shortened to 
"change" and it developed into a thriving consulting practice. (I might have 
some of the details wrong, but I know the story involves consultants asking 
for money.) 

The best thing about change consulting is that it can be sold to just 
about any company. Businesses are experiencing more changes than a 
bunch of babies in a beer-drinking contest." 

The consultant's sales pitch works like this: 

Consultant: "So, are you planning to change anything?" 

Manager: "Well. . . yeah, I suppose." 

Consultant: "Do you have a change management plan in place?" 

Manager: "What's that?" 

Consultant: "You're doomed!!! Give me money, quick!" 

"Yes, this analogy is unca l l ed for and it adds no value to the chapter . But I worked all m o r n i n g on it 

a n d I 'm not will ing to t h r o w it out . 
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FEAR OF CHANGE 

People hate change, and with good reason. Change makes us stupider, rel-
atively speaking. Change adds new information to the universe; informa-
tion that we don't know. Our knowledge—as a percentage of all the things 
that can be known—goes down a tick every time something changes. 

And frankly, if we're talking about a percentage of the total knowledge 
in the universe, most of us aren't that many basis points superior to our 
furniture to begin with. I hate to wake up in the morning only to find that 
the intellectual gap between me and my credenza has narrowed. That's no 
way to start the day. 

On the other hand, change is good for the people who are causing the 
change. They understand the new information that is being added to the 
universe. They grow smarter in comparison to the rest of us. This is reason 
enough to sabotage their efforts. I recommend sarcasm with a faint sug-
gestion of threat. 

Changer : "I hope J can count on your support." 

You: "No problem. I'll be delighted to jeopardize my short-term goals to 
help you accomplish your career objectives." 

Changer : " That's not exactly—" 

You: "I don't mind feeling like a confused rodent and working long hours, 
especially if the payoff is a new system that I vigorously argued against." 

The goal of change management is to dupe slow-witted employees into 
thinking change is good for them by appealing to their sense of adventure 
and love of challenge. This is like convincing a trout to leap out of a stream to 
experience the adventure of getting deboned. (Trout are not team players.) 

To overcome the natural reluctance of the victims, consultants have 
developed a battery of advanced management techniques that I have sum-
marized below for your convenience. 
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CONTENT-FREE COMMUNICATIONS 

Faced with change, employees have one question: "What's going to hap-
pen to me?" A successful change management communication program 
will avoid that question. 

Rarely does a business change result in everybody being happy and 
nobody getting the shaft. That can be a problem because change requires 
the participation of all parties, including the eventual shaftees. For man-
agement, the trick is to string everybody along until the change is com-
plete and the losers can be weeded out for shaftage. 

Communication about change is a lot like a wooden hamburger. (Work 
with me here.) If you put enough garnish on it, somebody is going to swal-
low it. Not coincidentally, the same people who might eat a wooden ham-
burger (let's call them the "ungifted" people) are the ones singled out for 
victimization after a major change. 

You can fool the ungifted wood-eaters by having plenty of meetings, 
e-mail messages, newsletters, and voice mail broadcasts that speak of good 
things ahead without addressing specific people. The eventual victims will 
start to believe they are part of the golden future. With luck, they might 
even be duped into becoming "Change Masters." 

CHANGE MASTERS 

Employees are told that if they embrace change they will be hailed as 
"Change Masters" instead of hapless victims. This is the adult equivalent 
of being a Mighty Morphin Power Ranger except without the cool outfits 
and action figures. Given the choice of being a Change Master or not, I'd 
certainly want to be one, just on the off chance it would give me X-ray 
vision. 

The cynical employees who prefer to stay uninvolved while baiting the 
Change Masters have a name too. They are called the "Change Master 
Baiters." But that's another book. 
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PERPETUAL MOTION 

Change is caused by consultants. Then you need consultants to tell you 
how to handle the change. When you're done changing you need consul-
tants to tell you that the environment has changed and you'd better 
change again. 

It's a neat little perpetual motion machine. That's the problem when 
you pay consultants by the hour. In some small towns there is a rule that 
consultants can't serve as volunteer firemen. The fear is that they'd drive 
around setting fire to the town. 
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B U D G E T I N G 

The budget process was invented by an alien race of sadistic beings who 
resemble large cats. The cat aliens taught budgeting to the Egyptian 
pharaohs, who used it as punishment during the construction of the pyra-
mids. That explains how twenty-ton slabs of rock were carried for miles by 
as few as three people. 

The diabolical plan of the cat aliens was to torment large segments of 
the human population at once, then come back later and chow down. 
Tragically, the cat people parked their mother ship in a warm spot of the 
galaxy, curled up to take naps, and ended up getting sucked into the sun. 

Over the years the true purpose of the budget process was lost. Now, 
due to an unfortunate misinterpretation" of hieroglyphics, budgeting is 
seen as a method of controlling spending at big companies. Ironically, this 
goal has been accomplished primarily by removing managers from the 
productive flow—where they would otherwise be tempted to spend 
money—and trapping them in meetings that can last for months. 

Contrary to what you might expect from the word "budget," it is not a 
fixed amount. It will change many times throughout the year to take 
advantage of the principle of "Budget Uncertainty": 

" T h e hieroglyphic for "mee t ing" is very similar to the symbol for "Ouch!! A sphinx sat on my leg!" 
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If you change the budget often enough, the employees will begin acting 
like gophers on a rifle range, afraid to do anything that draws attention. 
And where there is fear there is low spending. And where there is low 
spending there are huge stock options for senior management, followed by 
an eventual death spiral of the corporation. 

I had a point when I started all that, but I suspect it was not a com-
pelling one. 

PADDING YOUR BUDGET 

You can guarantee that you get your fair share of the budget pie by exag-
gerating your value and your requirements. While it's true that every single 
manager has used this technique since the first caveman requested two 
burnt sticks to scratch on the cave wall, it can still work for you. 

Your boss will expect you to come in with a high number that will then 
be whittled down in the time-honored battle between the clueless and the 
dishonest. 

Some employees make the naive mistake of asking for twice as much as 
they need. The boss will see right through that clumsy maneuver and cut 
the request in half. (Bosses aren't as dumb as they look!) 

The solution—which seems obvious to me—is to ask for several billion 
dollars more than you need. If, for example, you need three personal com-
puters for your department, you could ask for $50 billion. This will be met 
with angry stares, sometimes even profanity. But if you only end up with, 
say, twenty percent of what you requested, that's still a cool $10 billion. 
And that means an end to "out of memory" error messages forever. 

DEFENDING YOUR BUDGET 

Management will try to trim the budget by sending an army of low-rank-
ing, clueless budget analysts to interview you and ask insightful questions 
such as: "What could you do if you had half the budget you have now?" 

Your first impulse might be to toss your head back and laugh in that 
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mocking, self-righteous tone that you reserve for the "special" clueless. 
Don't follow that impulse. 
It's best to humor budget analysts. They make recommendations to 

management about budget cuts. Pretend to be interested in them person-
ally (as if you would have a friend who spends all day doing budget work). 
People who work in budget departments do not have any real friends so 
they have no frame of reference to determine if you're just yanking their 
chains. Sometimes you can protect millions of dollars in your budget sim-
ply by buying a bag of cookies, dropping it 011 the budget analyst's desk, 
and saying something deeply personal such as "How was your weekend, 
big guy?" 

When you are forced to defend your budget there are two techniques to 
keep in mind (1) lying and (2) lying. 

You might feel some ethical discomfort about lying. The feeling will go 
away after the first time you tell the truth and discover that your budget 
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has been cleaned out like the last bag of potato chips at a Grateful Dead* 
concert. In the worst case, you'll get used to lying. Eventually, you'll 
develop a strong preference for it. 

Lying does not come easily to some people. Study these examples to get 
a better feel for the technique: 

W r o n g 

"Well, since ninety percent of everything we do is a failure, and nobody on 
the team thinks a customer would buy the product anyway, I'd say you 
could put my whole department in a burlap bag, drown us in the river, and 
come out ahead of the game." 

C o r r e c t 

"Good Lord, man!!! Are you Satan's spawn?? Don't you realize that if you 
cut even one dollar from our budget it will set off a chain reaction that 
could alter the rotation of the planet, melt the polar ice caps, and con-
demn us all to a frosty death!!!??" 

W r o n g 

"Okay, you caught me. We don't need all of this money. It was just a ploy 
to puff up my personal empire and get me promoted so I can have an 
attractive executive assistant to take with me on trips." 

C o r r e c t 

"Aaaagh!!!! How can you even think such a thing! I'm operating on a shoe-
string. I'm chipping in my own money. But that's okay, because I believe in 
this project, unlike the bloated, overfunded Project Unicorn' down the 
hall. And if you talk to them, tell them I said you do not look like a Mister 
Potato Head." 

*This analogy was wr i t t en pr ior to t h e unt imely demise of Jerry Garcia. But I like it so m u c h I 

dec ided to k e e p i t as a r e m i n d e r of t h e i m p o r t a n c e of p rese rv ing ou r rain forests. 
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Always provide confusing charts and spreadsheets to support your bud-
get requests. There's no such thing as too much information when it comes 
to defending your budget. Boredom and confusion are your allies in the 
budget fight. 

Your budget charts and spreadsheets should look complicated enough 
to convey two messages: 

1. "I have researched my budget requirements thoroughly." 

2. "Smart people would understand this chart. Don't you be one 
of the 'other' people." 

SPEND IT ALL 

Whatever you do, don't leave any money in your budget at the end of the 
year. This is perceived by your management as a sign of failure and weak-
ness, not to mention poor forecasting. Your budget for next year will be 
decreased accordingly as punishment. 

Your management wouldn't give you all that money if it didn't want you 
to spend it. However, it might be necessary to loosen your definition of 
what types of expenses are vital to the health of the company. 1 recom-
mend ordering large cargo containers of paper towels to make up what-
ever budget underruns you have. Paper products are always useful and 
they have the advantage of being completely flushable if you need to make 
room in the storage area later. 



165 

BUDGETING ILLUSTRATED 

1 0 2 T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 



B u d g e t i n g 2 0 7 



1 0 2 T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 



B u d g e t i n g 2 0 9 



165 
1 0 2 T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

TRUE TALES OF ACCOUNTING 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

A few years ago the local management turned off the down escala-
tors to save some money, no kidding. This was soon ended after the 
manager who was responsible gave a presentation to the visiting 
CEO, using this as an example of how creative he was in saving 
money. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Our company solicited ideas for cost cutting. Someone decided 
that we could save "X" amount of dollars by eliminating feminine 
hygiene products in the women's bathrooms. Our new gung-ho per-
sonnel director decided this was really neat, and announced the new 
proclamation to the whole company via e-mail. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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Needless to say, the women in the company flamed this guy to a 
well-done crisp. The amount of estimated savings was close to the 
total amount that we pay the janitorial service, which provides these 
products for no extra cost. 

The e-mail got hotter: "The idea is sexist," "We should get rid of 
the coffee machines," "Eliminate executive bonuses . . . " 

What finally shut everyone up and got the procedure reversed was 
e-mail from a manager who told about a female sales exec he knows. 
When she is involved in a deal with a prospective client, she always 
checks the feminine hygiene supplies in that company's bathrooms. If 
the supplies are missing, she knows the company is going down the 
tube. 

RELATED STORY OF MY OWN 

A Pacific Bell co-worker of mine determined that the janitor service 
was removing the used rolls of toilet paper from the stalls well before 
the final square was used. To him, this was a huge waste and maybe 
even some sort of elaborate janitorial scam. 

I talked him out of the conspiracy theory, but he was convinced 
that action was needed. He spent the afternoon crafting an elaborate 
memo on this problem, complete with calculations of costs, and sent it 
to the Facilities Department for action. 

He's still waiting for a reply. 
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SALES 

If your company's products are overpriced and defective you can com-
pensate by having a good sales incentive plan. No problem is so great that 
it cannot be overcome by a salesperson who has the proper motivation. 

For example, it is well-documented that a frightened ninety-pound 
woman can generate enough adrenaline to lift a Chrysler minivan that has 
parked on her foot. Experiments have also shown that after the third time 
you park the minivan on her foot she will slay the researchers with a 
mechanical pencil and scream something like " D O N ' T EVER ASK ME TO BE A 

TEMPORARY SECRETARY AT THIS HELLHOLE A G A I N ! ! ! " The Strange thing 
about it is that the woman will scream in all capital letters. And that's my 
point: People can do almost anything if they have the proper incentive. 
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If sales at your company are low, it's because the sales force does not 
have the proper incentives. This situation is easily remedied. All you have 
to do is raise the sales quotas until the sales force must choose between 
two lifestyles: 

A. A life of deception and treachery. 

B. A life in a trailer park. 

Salespeople can only survive for about three minutes in a trailer park. 
That's how long it takes the other residents to hunt them down and kill 
them. (Trailer park residents tend to have bitter memories of the salespeo-
ple who convinced them that metal is a good material for keeping summer 
heat out.) 

Smart salespeople will choose option number one—a life of deception 
and treachery. That's something they can get used to, and with patience 
and practice, they can learn to enjoy it. There are few pleasures greater 
than selling defective products to obnoxious customers. It's not something 
you'd brag about to the grandkids, but it feels better than a good sneeze in 
the forest. 

Selling isn't easy. Sure, anybody can sell high-quality products at reason-
able prices. There's no trick to that. The real art of selling comes in when 
your product sucks compared to the competition. Your company's Marketing 
Department can only go so far in closing that gap. (See Chapter 11 on mar-
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keting.) The sales force must do the rest. Here are some tips for becoming a 
world-class sales professional: 

A v o i d D i s c u s s i n g C o s t s 

Never discuss the true cost of your product with customers. It only 
encourages them to make rational decisions. Focus on the many "intangi-
ble" economic benefits your company offers. And remember that confu-
sion is your friend in sales. 

Example: 

"If you bank with us, your money will accrue tax-free inflation from the 
first day!" 

I r r e l e v a n t C o m p a r i s o n s 

Prey on the natural stupidity of the average customer. Most people 
wouldn't know the difference between a logical argument and a porcupine 
strapped to their forehead.* Steer the customer toward silly and irrelevant 
comparisons. 

Example: 

"Well, sure, maybe forty-eight miles per hour isn't an impressive peak 
speed for a sports car, but you have to compare that to hopping." 

B e a " P a r t n e r " 

Become a "partner" with your customer, not just a vendor. The distinc-
tion is important. A vendor simply takes the customer's money and pro-
vides a product. A partner takes the customer's money and provides a 
"solution" that looks suspiciously like a "product" except it costs more. 

A partner works with customers to help them define their require-
ments. This can be a problem if the only thing that makes your product 

"At last, an analogy that isn't "pointless." 
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distinctive is its flaws. For example, in the case of the sports car that has a 
peak speed of forty-eight miles per hour, you can emphasize safety as a 
major advantage. 

Example: 

"If you don't count starvation, nobody has ever died in one of these sports 
cars. That's gotta be your top concern." 

A t t i t u d e 

Optimism is contagious. A professional salesperson will avoid negative 
phrases and use only positive-sounding words. 

DON'T SAY DO SAY 

Old technology 
Overpriced 
Unavailable 
Piece of shit 
Incompatible 

Backward compatible 
Premium 
Can't keep it on the shelf 
Stands alone 
Proprietary 

F i n d t h e D e c i s i o n - M a k e r s 

A sales professional should always try to find the decision-makers in the 
organization. The decision-makers have the least knowledge of the situa-
tion and are therefore more likely to believe whatever the salesperson 
says. 
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One reliable way to know if you have found the decision-maker is to 
examine the office and furnishings of the person in question. Decision-
makers are rarely found in anything that resembles a large cardboard box, 
that is, a "cubicle." And you will never see any of the signs shown below on 
the wall of an important decision-maker: 

"What part of NO didn't you understand?" 
"On time. No defects. Pick one." 
"Cubicle Sweet Cubicle." 

But don't be fooled by an impressive office with a door. Non-decision-
makers have offices too. You can test a person's importance in the organi-
zation by asking how much RAM his computer has. Anybody who knows 
the answer to that question is not a decision-maker. 
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Salespeople can set up meetings with executives of client companies 
anytime. Employees can't do that. The only way the average employee can 
speak to an executive is by taking a second job as a golf caddie. Executives 
hate talking to employees because they always bring up a bunch of unsolv-
able "issues." Salespeople just buy the executives lunch. It's no contest. 

A salesperson can use this access to the executives as a threat to the 
low-level, cubicle-dwelling, dumb-sign-hanging "recommenders" of the 
company. Employees live in fear that the executives will hear something 
bad about them. And rest assured the executives will hear something bad 
about any employee who recommends buying something other than the 
salesperson's product. 

SALES ILLUSTRATED 
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M E E T I N G S 

If you're new to the business world, you might mistakenly think that 
meetings are a boring, sadistic hell, populated by galactic-level morons. I 
had that same misperception when I joined the working world. Now I 
understand that meetings are a type of performance art, with each actor 
taking on one of these challenging roles: 

• Master of the Obvious 

• Well-intentioned Sadist 

• Whining Martyr 



I 
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• Rambling Man 

• Sleeper 

Once you understand the true nature of meetings you can begin to 
hone your acting skill and create your own character. In this chapter I will 
describe some of the classic roles, but feel free to combine characters and 
come up with your own interpretations. 

MASTER OF THE OBVIOUS 

The Master of the Obvious believes that while he was studying the writ-
ings of Plato, Sir Isaac Newton, and Peter Drucker, the rest of the planet 
was watching "Three's Company" and eating Oreos. The "Master" feels a 
responsibility to share his wisdom at every opportunity. He knows that any 
concept—no matter how mundane it might seem to him—will be a cosmic 
revelation to the raisin-brains around him. 

The favored lines of the Master of the Obvious (delivered with great 
conviction) include: 

• "You need customers in order to have revenue!" 

• "Profit is the difference between Income and Expense." 

• "Training is essential." 

• "There is competition in the industry." 

• "It's important to retain your good employees." 

• "We want a win-win solution." 
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The secret to being a convincing Master of the Obvious is to combine 
condescension with sincerity. Your audience must believe that you gen-
uinely wonder how other people can manage to dress themselves and make 
it to work every day on the first try. And it must seem as though you care. 

You can practice for this role while you're alone. All you need is a com-
mon table lamp. Lean toward the lamp and repeatedly explain why "elec-
tricity is essential" to the illumination process. Continue to restate the 
thought in different ways. Try to develop a stammer or at least an annoying 
habit of pausing to think of the right word. Keep practicing until you can 
make a bulb burn out just by talking to it. 

WELL-INTENTIONED SADIST 

The Well-intentioned Sadist believes that meetings should hurt. This is 
essentially the same attitude taken by the more successful serial killers. In 
fact, they have the same motto: 

"Does this hurt? How about now?" 

The Well-intentioned Sadist has several tools at his disposal for causing 
discomfort in others. These techniques may be used alone or in any com-
bination: 

• Schedule excessively long meetings regardless of the topic. 

• Have no clear purpose. 
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• Have no bathroom breaks (best when combined with coffee). 

• Schedule meetings for Friday afternoons or lunchtimes. 

This role must be played with a combination of sincerity, dedication, 
and, most of all, a sociopathic disregard for the lives of other people. You 
can get in the right mood by continually watching movies in which the 
star's family gets massacred and later his dog dies while taking a bullet for 
him. (Look for titles that feature exceptionally bad actors who are good at 
martial arts.) 

WHINING MARTYR 

Whining Martyrs get a lot of stage time. That's why there is so much com-
petition for the role. People will detest you for being a Whining Martyr, 
but that can fuel your creative fires. With performance art, the audience is 
part of the show. 

As a Whining Martyr, you should craft your complaints into tales that 
illustrate how valuable and intelligent you are compared to the obstruc-
tionist dolts who surround you. Imagine that your co-workers are trying to 
stymie your every move, now add a dash of self-pity, and voila—you have 
the perfect Whining Martyr attitude. 

R e c o m m e n d e d W h i n e s 

"It looks like I'll have to sit in for the boss again," 
"Don't worry about taking the last of the coffee. I'll just use my pen 

to scrape some of the residue off the inside of the pot and chew on it dur-
ing the meeting." 

"I can't believe the CEO wants another meeting with me." 
"[Sigh] . . . Yes, I can do that for you . . . I'll have time on Saturday 

night, as usual. It's no problem, since my spouse left me and took the 
kids." 

"Boy, I'd love to be able to take sick days like you people who don't 
have work to do." 
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"Another meeting? There goes the last lunch break I could have 
taken this fiscal year." 

RAMBLING MAN 

Most of the major roles at a meeting can be played by a male or a female. 
But the part of "Rambling Man" can only be played by a male. Women 
sometimes try to take on this role, but it always comes across as 
"babbling"* instead of true "rambling." 

The Rambling Man's role is to redirect any topic toward an unrelated 
event in which he participated. The unrelated event might have a humor-
ous climax, but more often than not it's just a way to let everybody know 
how clever he is. 

The Master of the Obvious can be an accomplice to the Rambling Man, 
occasionally saying things like "It gets cold in Minnesota during the win-
ter." These comments are construed as encouragement to continue and 
can make the entire scene last for hours. 

Rambling Man is usually a cameo role and not a recurring character in 
regularly scheduled meetings. That's because even the Well-intentioned 
Sadist and the Whining Martyr tire of this character. (And they enjoy 
pain.) 

The Rambling Man clicks best when combined with the Sleeper, 
described below. 

"Unl ike rambling, babb l ing is re la ted to the topic, yet s o m e h o w it lasts a long t i m e wi thou t convey-

ing any use fu l in format ion . M e n anil w o m e n can both babb le , b u t only m e n are successful ramblers . 
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SLEEPER 

The Sleeper is essentially a stage prop. There are no lines involved in this 
role. You are expected to dress fashionably, but not so flamboyantly that 
you detract attention from the actors who have speaking parts. 

It is acceptable to nod the head gently when the other actors are speak-
ing. This suggests the gentle swaying of a tree in the wind. You may also 
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eat pastries and drink coffee. If trapped into responding verbally, as a last 
resort you can use one of these phrases: 

• "Uh huh." 

• "Nothing new to report." 

• "Same ol' same ol' " 

• "You got that right" (said with slight hillbilly accent). 
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P R O J E C T S 

If you're not on a "project," then you probably have a thankless, boring, 
repetitive job. You're like an ant carrying crumbs back to the ant hole over 
and over again. 

But if you are working on a project, life is very different. You're still an 
ant carrying crumbs, of course, but there's a Russian Squat-Dancing" festi-
val between you and the anthill. And you spend much of your waking 
hours fantasizing about how great it would be to have a thankless, boring, 
repetitive job. 

"Yeah, I 'm sure there 's a n o t h e r n a m e for it. But they should call i t Squa t -Danc ing . 
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This chapter is for the benefit of those of you who are considering being 
on a project. 

Executive summary: R U N AWAY!! R U N AWAY!! 

There are several distinct stages to every project, regardless of the pur-
pose of the project. I will discuss each of them separately because if I dis-
cussed them all at the same time it would look somewhat random. Can't 
have that. 

NAMING THE PROJECT 

The success of any project depends primarily on two things: 

1. Luck 

2. A great project name 

There's nothing you can do about luck, except maybe rub garlic on a 
penny and keep it in your sock. That's what I do. It's not an ancient tradi-
tion or anything like that; I just like the way it makes me feel. And who 
knows, maybe that's how ancient traditions get started. Somebody has to 
go first. 

If you're doing all you can do in the luck department, the next most 
important task is picking a winning project name. You want a name that 
conveys strength and confidence. It must be distinct yet easy to remember. 
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This is the normal process for selecting a winning project name: 

1. The project team brainstorms about names. 

2. A "multivote" process is used to narrow the choices. 

3. The top choice is presented to senior management for approval. 

4. A vice president names the project after his favorite Muppet. 

TEAM LEADER 

The job of Team Leader is often viewed as a stepping stone to a manage-
ment position. That's because anybody who is gullible enough to take on 
extra work without extra pay is assumed to have the "right stuff ' for man-
agement. Given the negative stigma of the job, it's difficult to find some-
body willing to volunteer to be a Team Leader. Management is generally 
forced to conscript a Team Leader based on these qualifications: 

• Candidate must know how to make viewgraphs. 

• Candidate must be a carbon-based life form. 

The Team Leader is typically a person who has no special talent. This 
characteristic serves the Team Leader well during long meetings. While all 
the skilled people are squirming around wishing they were out applying 
their skills, the Team Leader can sit serenely, content in the knowledge 
that no personal talent is going to waste. 

The word "leader" might be debatable in this context, since the job of a 
Team Leader involves asking people what they should be doing, then ask-
ing them how they're doing, then blaming them for not doing it. But lead-
ership takes many forms, and sometimes just being annoying is exactly 
what the situation requires. 
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REQUIREMENTS 

At some point in the project somebody will start whining about the need 
to determine the project "requirements." This involves interviewing peo-
ple who don't know what they want but, curiously, know exactly when they 
need it. These people are called "end users" or simply "pinheads." 

Research has shown that there is nothing on this planet dumber than an 
"end user." The study below ranks the relative intelligence of some com-
mon household items this way: 
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The project team will continue to gather requirements until one of 
these two conditions is met: 

1. The end users forget to breathe, which causes them to die in 
their sleep." 

2. The project team decides that requirements aren't as important 
as once thought. 

"It's a b igger p rob lem t h a n you'll th ink. 
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No project can succeed without management support. The best sort of 
management support is the kind in which management doesn't find out 
about the project until it's a market success. If management notices a proj-
ect too soon it'll support it in the following ways: 

• Demand frequent status reports to explain why the team doesn't 
have enough time to meet deadlines. 

• Demand explanations of how the project is different from all 
the projects that have similar acronyms. 

• Ask the team what it could do if it had only half as much funding. 

• Appoint an Oversight Committee whose members are always 
on trips. 

To put it another way, managers understand that their role is to remove 
obstacles from the project team. They could probably do that, with the 
help of Dr. Kervorkian, but most managers are not such good sports. 
Therefore, coincidentally, the biggest obstacle to the success of any project 
is management itself. 
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SCHEDULING 

The scheduling phase of the project involves asking people how long it 
will take them to do work. It usually goes like this: 

Project Leader: "How long will it take to select a vendor?" 

Team Member: "Between a day and a year." 

Project Leader: "You need to be more specific." 

Team Member: "Okay, three years." 

Project Leader: "Um, three years is longer than a year." 

Team Member: "Fine. You're the expert, you pick a time. I quit." 

Project Leader: "How about if we say two years?" 

Team Member: "Sure, and why don't you pick the vendor while you're at 
it, since quality obviously means nothing to you." 

Eventually this constructive process of give and take will produce an 
accurate time line for your project. The time line will be transferred onto a 
complicated chart and hung on the wall of a conference room where it can 
be conveniently ignored until some external factor determines the actual 
project due date. 
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For large projects, Team Leaders use sophisticated project manage-
ment software to keep track of who's doing what. The software collects the 
lies and guesses of the project team and organizes them into instantly out-
dated charts that are too boring to look at closely. This is called "planning." 
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COMPLETING THE PROJECT 
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ISO 9 0 0 0 

If your company is not involved in something called "ISO 9000" you 
probably have no idea what it is. If your company is involved in ISO 9000 
then you definitely have no idea what it is. Don't ask me what it is; I can't 
figure it out either. But I have pieced together enough evidence to form a 
working theory. 

My theory: A group of bored Europeans had a few too many Heinekens 
and decided to play an elaborate prank on the big companies of the world. 
This prank came to be known as ISO 9000, so named because of the num-
ber of beers that were consumed that night. (The phrase "ISO" is either an 
unintelligible phrase or possibly one of the four hundred European slang 
words meaning "Is that my beer?") 
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The inebriated Europeans correctly figured that any silly-ass manage-
ment technique could become an international craze if they could only 
keep a straight face when telling people about it. Their "idea" was that if 
companies documented every process and job description in the organiza-
tion, this could solve a big problem that businesses have, that is, what to do 
with all that spare time. 

As predicted by the pranksters, customers began hearing about the ben-
efits of ISO 9000 and started demanding that their suppliers get with it. If 
you aren't ISO 9000 compliant, they reasoned, who knows what you're 
doing with all that spare time? 

Managers at big companies everywhere began documenting everything 
they did and labeling every tool they used. It was a frenzy of labeling and 
documenting, labeling and documenting. Slow-moving employees would 
go home at night and soak in the bathtub to remove the labels slapped on 
their bodies by overzealous co-workers. It was ugly. 

But the effort was not without reward—for consultants. Consultants 
who were having a tough time selling "Quality" programs quickly rein-
vented themselves as ISO 9000 experts. To the untrained eye it might 
seem as though Quality programs and ISO 9000 are not related. I was con-
fused too until one consultant explained it to me this way: "ISO 9000 is 
closely related to Quality because everything you do is Quality and ISO 
9000 documents everything you do, therefore give us money." 

I don't think any of us can argue with that. 
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D O W N S I Z I N G 

When I entered the workforce in 1979 the word "downsize" hadn't 
been invented yet. A new employee could burrow into the bureaucracy 
and make a little nest that would last for decades. I felt like a happy little 
termite living in a Victorian mansion that was always adding another room. 
I gnawed on the beams, paycheck after paycheck, and nobody ever noticed 
my tiny teeth marks. 

I remember my first "staff" job in a big bank in San Francisco. It was 
1980. My partner Dean and I were plucked from the management training 
program and put on a "special project." 
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The term "special project" means "All the real jobs are filled by people 
who, at first glance, don't appear nearly as incompetent as you." That was 
certainly true in my case. Dean was actually pretty good at appearing com-
petent, but he theorized that he was being punished for something he said 
to somebody. 

Our job was to build a computer information system for the branch 
banks. We were the perfect people for the job: Dean had seen a computer 
once, and I had heard Dean talk about it. 

Our office was an unused storage room in the basement just off the 
parking garage, big enough to hold two beat-up desks and some squeaky 
chairs. It had bare white walls, an uncarpeted floor, no windows, and an 
annoying echo. It was like a prison cell, but without access to a library and 
free weights. 

Sometimes I would try to call other people in the company to get 
important information for our project. The response was always the same: 
"Who are you and why do you want to know?" 

I would try to sound important by invoking the first name of the senior 
vice president and describing how the fate of the free world depended on 
this vital transfer of information. For example, "Bill needs it . . . to keep 
our great nation independent." 

But somehow they always figured out I was a twenty-two-year-old guy 
with a bad haircut and a cheap suit sitting in a storage room just off the 
parking garage. If I was especially charismatic that day, they would have 
the courtesy to swear at me before hanging up. 

Eventually Dean and I degenerated into a pattern of sitting in our little 
bare room gossiping about co-workers, balancing our checkbooks, and fan-
tasizing about whether the sun was out that day. When we got bored we 
would hypothesize about the information we needed, talking about it for 
hours until we were both pretty sure we knew what it "should" be. Then 
we packaged it up as "user requirements" and gave it to a woman named 
Barbara who programmed the system in about two weeks. The whole proj-
ect took about a year, because it's not the type of thing you want to rush. 

When it was done, the results of the system were notoriously inaccu-
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rate. But our manager assured us that it was okay because he only used the 
numbers that supported his personal opinion anyway. 

It was during this year that I realized the world would run smoothly if 
companies employed far fewer people like me. In the years that followed, 
managers all over the world reached the same realization. It was the dawn 
of downsizing. 

The first round of downsizing erased people like Dean and me*—peo-
ple in jobs that sound good in concept but provide no legitimate value to 
anybody. The company improved its earnings and nobody worked harder 
because of it. 

The second round of downsizing was tougher. The employees who 
remained had to work harder to pick up the duties of the departing work-
ers. But in many cases these were "exempt" employees, meaning they 
would work extra hours without squawking too much about extra pay. 

Result: The companies improved their earnings. They knew they had a 
winning strategy here. 

For the third round of downsizing, essential jobs were eliminated in 
huge numbers, but mostly in areas where the impact wouldn't be noticed 
for at least a year. That includes areas like research, new systems develop-
ment, business expansion, and training. Result: The companies improved 
their earnings. There didn't seem to be any bottom to this downsizing well. 

The bold companies that are contemplating the fourth round of down-

* D e a n and I survived the downsizings by ant ic ipat ing w h e r e they 'd h a p p e n and s l i ther ing in to m o r e 

p r o t e c t e d areas. 
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sizing are relying on the promises of "reengineering" to free up some more 
human charcoal to fuel the downsizing barbecue. (For a scholarly discus-
sion of reengineering, see Chapter 23.) 

The secret to making downsizing work is for managers to recognize the 
psychological impact. Experiments on laboratory animals show that if you 
apply continuous electrical shocks to a captive dog, eventually your utility 
bill will be so high that you'll feel angry at the dog. Companies apply this 
same medical theory to downsizing. The first rounds of downsizing usually 
get the people that nobody likes anyway. Those are easy. By the later 
rounds, managers begin to genuinely hate the remaining employees. 
They'll become cold-hearted enough to fire family members while hum-
ming show tunes. That's when the real savings start. 

F r o m E - m a i l . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Here's a new one: 
You know all about companies trying to get "lean and mean." A 

friend says her company has now transcended lean and mean. Now 
it's "skinny and pissed." 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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MY OWN EXPERIENCES WITH DOWNSIZING 

During the banking phase of my career I had the opportunity to work in a 
variety of jobs for which I was thoroughly unqualified. Fortunately, none 
of these jobs added value to the company so my incompetence didn't do 
much damage to the local economy. 

At one point I was working as a commercial loan approver for 
"Professional Loans" (business loans to doctors) even though I had never 
made a loan or taken a class in lending. Veteran lending officers were 
instructed to submit their loan proposals to our department for approval. 
Each loan package was reviewed by all five members of the group (in case 
anybody missed anything) and then we took it to our boss for the "real" 
approval. 

Although I had no formal training, I learned much on the job: 

• Doctors are bad customers because they can prescribe drugs for 
themselves. 

• According to my ex-boss, all Chinese customers cheat on their 
taxes, thus providing excellent cash flow for repaying loans. (Later 
I learned this was an unfair generalization.) 

• If your co-worker brings his coffee mug to the men's room every 
day to wash it, you can tell people he goes in there to sit in a stall 
and drink coffee. 

When the downsizing began it didn't hurt much. Instead of five non-
value-added people we had four, then three, then eventually only me. I let 
everybody know that I was "doing the work of five people." I got no sym-
pathy because everybody was "doing the work of five people" if you 
believed what you heard. 

Eventually 1 left the job. For the past thirteen years, zero people have 
been doing the work of five people but there were no complaints. This was 
a fairly clear indication that downsizing had a future. 
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{{RIGHTSIZING 

Pessimists point out that the first people to flee a shrinking company are 
the bright people who can take the "buy-out" packages and immediately 
get better jobs elsewhere. The dullard employees who remain produce 
low-quality work, but they compensate by working long hours and produc-
ing more low-quality work per person than ever before. The pessimists 
would have us believe this is a bad thing. 

I was one of the people who survived all the early rounds of downsizing, 
so I know that the pessimists are wrong. Contrary to their gloomy little 
"logic" I was not producing large volumes of low-quality work after the 
downsizing. In fact. I moved to a strategy job in which 1 produced no work 
whatsoever. 
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After all the bright people fled, companies realized they had to make 
downsizing sound like more of a positive development in order to keep 
morale high.® This was accomplished through a creative process of invent-
ing happier-sounding phrases that all meant essentially the same thing: 

"You're fired." (1980) 
"You're laid off." (1985) 
"You're downsized." (1990) 
"You're rightsized." (1992) 

• F o r s o m e reason, mora l e was low for the employees w h o real ized the i r workload h a d t r ipled, the i r 

salaries r e m a i n e d u n c h a n g e d , and they were still t h e r e a f t e r all t he "good peop l e " h a d left . 
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I expect the trend to continue. You'll see the following phrases used 
within the next five years: 

"You're happysized!" 
"You're splendidsized!" 
"You're orgasmsized!" 

F r o m E - m a i l . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Here at [company] they have come up with a new way to tell you 
that you are about to be laid off: It's called "put in the mobility pool." 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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DOWNSIZING ILLUSTRATED 
T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 



D o w n s i z i n g 2 5 3 
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COMPANIES THAT STILL HAVE TOO MANY EMPLOYEES 

From: (name withheld) 
To: seottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I spent Friday morning at [company's] quarterly all-hands meet-
ing. I was willing to sacrifice a morning of my life for a T-shirt, in this 
case a very nice one. 

Anyway, they gave out a "Process" award. 
The award for best new process was awarded to the group who 

made up the process for awarding awards. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

At my company we have a coordinator's committee for the five 
task forces that are working on office climate issues. 

The mission of the committee is to coordinate the work of the task 
forces. The task of the task forces is to gather information and make 
recommendations on a process for creating a plan to address office 
climate issues . . . 

I'm not making this up, as you obviously know!! 

mailto:seottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Last week, one of our managers called a meeting for all of the 
female personnel at one of our offices to say that someone has been 
stealing toilet paper from the women's room and that it has to stop. 

Isn't that ludicrous? I mean, imagine the costs of this manager try-
ing to monitor the toilet paper supply, and the costs of having several 
people attend this meeting when they could be working more pro-
ductively. I'm sure the costs of this toilet paper policing and enforce-
ment exceeds the costs of the few "stolen" rolls! 

Well, it's not all for naught; this toilet paper scenario has somehow 
sparked some creative juices that our otherwise rule-laden, bureau-
cratic environment never does. In good humor, some people have 
started writing anonymous messages about it and someone has gone 
about the business of setting up another to be blamed for the stealing 
by placing a roll of toilet paper in another woman's desk drawer, and 
having a telltale end of it sticking out of the open drawer and rolled 
out onto the carpet and extending out of her cubicle! And of course 
all sorts of puns have emerged about wiping out the problem, etc. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I am not making this up. 
At our company, our middle managers (two levels up) were all 

formed into an enormous committee to address areas of concern 
voiced by employees in one of our recent employee surveys. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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There are about one hundred middle managers. They came up 
with many hilarious suggestions. This is the best one: 

They formed a subcommittee to detect and excise "deadwood." 
Totally missing the fact that the definition of deadwood is "the other 
guy," they produced two suggestions: 

(1) The Deadwood Hotline. Any employee could accuse any other 
employee of being "deadwood," upon which an investigation would 
be immediately launched. Paranoia. 

(2) Groups of middle managers would "roam the halls," searching 
for deadwood. I call this the "Deadwood Posse." I have no idea how 
they intended this to work. 

They failed the laugh test in front of the Executive Council, I'm 
happy to report. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Here's a copy of a REAL (no kidding!) memo which was sent out 
just a few days ago. 

—Memo— 
Over the past few months, the cost of our monthly donut meeting 

has been extremely high. Much of this cost is due to the fact that 
more and more donuts are needed at each meeting. 

It's not that we have more people month to month, but because 
we are experiencing a lack of fairness when it comes to these donuts. 
For those employees who get to the meeting first, they are taking 
three or four donuts at a time, thus leaving nothing for the people 
who arrive a little later, therefore forcing the cafeteria to serve even 
more. In addition to this problem, there are people who normally do 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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not attend the meeting just coming in for a donut or two. This needs 
to change. 

Therefore, effective with the February meeting, and all subse-
quent meetings thereafter, we will be issuing a "Donut Ticket." This 
ticket will entitle the bearer to one twelve-ounce coffee or soda, and 
one piece of fresh fruit or a donut. We believe this will help eliminate 
excessiveness by our employees, and of course, keep our monthly 
cost down. 

Our meetings are set for February 13th, 14th, and 15th- Before 
that time, please stop by the front desk to pick up your tickets for dis-
tribution to your departments. These tickets are to be distributed to 
the employees just before their meeting time. These tickets are not 
to be duplicated. These tickets are good for the "February Donut 
meeting only." One ticket per person, per meeting. 

I appreciate your assistance in this matter. Should you have any 
questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

—End of memo— 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

One delightful experience which you missed involved the critical 
strategies we incorporated in the Phase Group reports to the officers. 

Clerical people transcribed the wonderful thoughts which group 
members scribed up on butcher paper taped to the wall. Some 
scribes didn't write all that clearly. A critical strategy was, "DON'T 
SELL PAST THE CLOSE." The transcription came out, "DON'T 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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SELL PLASTIC CLOTHES." We left it in the report. I think one 
intermediate-level manager picked up on it and questioned it. He let 
us leave it in. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Here is some fodder for you. 
A programmer from the MIS Department wrote a useful program 

for Department A. Department A had a meeting with the MIS 
Department to have the program documented and enhanced. The 
MIS Department said the project could not be done. 

Department A replied that the program already existed! 
The next day Department A found that the program in question 

had been deleted from their computers. 
The project was never done. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I just got a company mailing saying that we'll have a "Special Day" 
where the people who are leaving the company for the Voluntary 
Force Reduction are supposed to sit in the cafeteria with name tags 
on and have the other employees wander around and look at them. 

There's also supposed to be a bake sale. I'm not sure what the 
point is, but maybe if we make enough on the bake sale some of 
them could be rehired or something. I can't quite put my finger on 
why this seems kind of bizarre in a "Soylent Green" kind of way. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

The large company I work for recently published guidelines for its 
new "Career Transition Plan" a.k.a. layoff policy. 

This document has been sent to everyone in the company, which 
greatly boosted morale. 

Among the "highlights and advantages" of this plan are that it is 
"competitive." This led me to think, "Hmmm. Is a competitive 
advantage of this company its Career Transition Plan? Should this 
layoff policy be included in recruiting inter-views as an advantage of 
working here?" 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I recently learned that in one of our executive meetings the vice 
president of the company made a presentation on the upcoming 
year's forecast. In the course of his speech he mentioned that the 
company would no longer have the position of marketing director. 

You guessed it! The next person's turn to make a presentation was 
the director of marketing, and this was the way he was informed. 
Two weeks later he was gone. 

I hope that didn't affect his presentation. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.co7n 

Scott, 

I had an abject lesson in corporate humiliation today. A whole slew 
of us here at [company] had to call a phone number to see if we were 
still employed. Management e-mailed a phone number, we called 
it—and got the elemental "thumbs up" or "you're meat." 

Big yucks huh? Well, many folks commented on it all being remi-
niscent of D i lbe r t . . . In fact, my variant is: Boss sends out the 
l-800-GOTJOB? number, *but* jobs are only available (in classic DJ 
style) to the seventh caller or whatever . . . 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Morale is so bad in my department that they sent the "corporate 
shrink" down from [city]. He appeared to be depressed, probably 
because HIS job was being reengineered, and he didn't expect to keep 
his job another year. 

He did a presentation to the work groups about things being tough 
all over . . . etc., but the gist of his message was: "Well if you think 
you've got it bad, listen to my story." 

With a little bit of probing I found that the company insurance has 
no programs for other counseling—just the corporate shrink. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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H O W TO TELL IF Y O U R 
C O M P A N Y IS DOOMED 

You might be working for a company that is doomed. Check for the 
presence of any of these deadly factors: 

HARBINGERS OF DOOM 

• Cubicles 

• Teamwork 

• Presentations to management 
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• Reorganizations 

• Processes 

CUBICLES 

Assuming your computer hasn't made you sterile, someday your descen-
dants will look back and be amazed that people of our generation worked in 
things called "cubicles." They will view our lives much the way we now view 
the workers from the Industrial Revolution who (I've heard) worked twenty-
three hours a day making steel products using nothing but their foreheads. 

Imagine our descendants' disbelief when they read stories about how 
we were forced to sit in big boxes all day, enduring a stream of annoying 
noises, odors, and interruptions. They might think it was the product of 
some cruel experiment. 

Scientist: "Whenever you start to concentrate, this device on the desk will 
make a loud ringing sound to stop you." 

Employee: "Urn. Okay." 

Scientist: "If your stress levels begin to normalize we'll have your boss 
pop in and give you an assignment that sat on his desk until it was over-
due." 

Employee: "What exactly is this research supposed to discover?" 

Scientist: "Nothing, really. We like to do this sort of thing to people dur-
ing our lunch break." 
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The widespread use of cubicles is a direct result of early laboratory tests 
on rats. 

In the early 1960s, rats were placed in a scale-model cubicle environ-
ment and given a set of unreasonable objectives. At first the rats scurried 
around excitedly looking for cheese. Eventually they realized that their 
efforts were not rewarded. The rats fell into a pattern of attending meet-
ings and complaining about a lack of training. The researchers labeled 
these rats "poor team players" and ignored them. Many of the rats died or 
escaped, thus reducing headcount. Companies heard of this new method 
for reducing headcount and began moving employees into cubicles." 

If your company already has cubicles that doesn't necessarily mean it's 
doomed. But if the direction of the company is toward smaller cubicles or 
more people in each cubicle, you're doomed. 

" S o m e compan ies kep t t h e rats on the payroll, typically for jobs in audi t ing and Qual i ty Assurance . I f 

you suspect that your co-worker is a rat, observe his in teract ion with the c o m p u t e r mouse . If he is 

us ing i t to man ipu la t e t h e cursor, he's h u m a n . If he's trying to m a t e with it, he might be a ho ldover 

f rom earl ier test ing. If he's us ing it as a foot pedal , he's you r boss. 
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leave you a little "present" that has limited resale value. Anywhere you see 
teamwork you'll see people with lots of beak wounds on their heads. 

All companies experience some degree of teamwork, but they're not all 
doomed. An easy way to determine if you have enough teamwork to be 
doomed is simply to measure how long it takes from the time you decide 
to go to lunch together until the time you actually eat. 

TIME IT TAKES TO GET TO LUNCH 

Five minutes 

Fifteen minutes 

Sixty minutes 

TEAMWORK RATING 

Teamwork is annoying but not yet 
dangerous 

Danger, Red Alert 

Teamwork has reached critical mass; 
company doomed 
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PRESENTATIONS TO MANAGEMENT 

Your company is doomed if your primary product is overhead transparen-
cies. A typical company has just enough resources to do one of the follow-
ing: 

1. Accomplish something. 

2. Prepare elaborate presentations that lie about how much is 
being accomplished. 

The rational employee will divert all available resources away from 
accomplishing things and toward the more highly compensated process of 
lying about accomplishments. It's the same amount of work, but only one 
has a payoff. 

I 
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REORGANIZATIONS 

Managers are like cats in a litter box. They instinctively shuffle things 
around to conceal what they've done. In the business world this process is 
called "reorganizing." A normal manager will reorganize often, as long as 
he's fed. 

You can tell that you've reorganized too often—and are therefore 
doomed—if you hear your co-workers asking any of these questions in the 
hallways: J 

"If I had to live in a dumpster, how bad would that be?" 
"Where do street people shower?" 
"Is tuberculosis fatal?" 



H o w t o T e l l I f Y o u r C o m p a n y I s D o o m e d 2 7 1 



102 
T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

PROCESSES 

If your company is staffed with a bunch of boneheads, you are doomed. 
This situation is usually referred to indirectly as a need for "process 
improvement." If you notice a lot of attention being given to process 
improvement its a sure sign that all the smart employees have left the 
company and those who remain are desperately trying to find a "process" 
that is so simple that the boneheads who remain can handle it. 

At this point it would be very funny to close your eyes and imagine a 
public address system at your office with the following announcement: 
"Marilyn vos Savant has left the building." 
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R E E N G I N E E R I N G 

Reengineering was invented by Dr. Jonas Salk as a cure for Quality pro-
grams. 

fust kidding. 
The acknowledged parents of reengineering are Michael Hammer and 

James Champy. When I say they're the "parents" I don't mean they had 
sex—and I apologize for making you think about it. I mean they wrote the 
best-selling business book Reengineering the Corporation, which was pub-
lished in 1993. 

Businesses flocked to reengineering like frat boys to a drunken cheer-
leader. (This analogy wasn't necessary, but I'm trying to get my mind off 
that Hammer and Champy thing.) 
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Reengineering involves finding radical new approaches to your current 
business processes. On paper, this compares favorably with the "Quality" 
approach, which involves becoming more efficient at the things you 
shouldn't be doing. 

But there is a dark side to reengineering. There's a risk that whatever-
natural incompetence is present in the company can be unleashed in epic 
scale instead of doled out in puny "Quality" portions. This can be danger-
ous if—as I've often stated—we're all a bunch of idiots. 

Hammer noted this risk and cleverly followed up with another book in 
1995, The Reengineering Revolution. It describes all the boneheaded 
things that managers did to screw up his recipe for reengineering. 

E x a m p l e o f H o w t o S c r e w U p R e e n g i n e e r i n g 

CEO: "Underling, go reengineer the company." 

Underling: "I'll need $2 million." 

CEO: "For what?" 

Underling: "I need it to reengineer the company." 

CEO: "You fool—reengineering saves money." 

Underling: "Um . . . I'll get right on it." 

CEO: "Let me know when you're done." 
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Reengineering has a tendency to reduce the number of employees 
needed to perform a function. That unfortunate side effect causes fear and 
mistrust in the employees whose participation is vital to making reengi-
neering a success. You might think fear and mistrust would sabotage the 
effort, but that doesn't have to be the case. There are many examples of 
processes that work just fine even when there's plenty of fear and mistrust. 
Examples: 

• Capital punishment 

• Presidential elections 

• Multilevel marketing 



R e e n g i n e e r i n g 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

In an executive washroom the other day I overheard this 
exchange: 

"Hey, hows it going? I haven't seen you in a while." 
"I got reengineered." 
"Hey, too bad." 

Pity the poor slob who is assigned the task of reengineering the com-
pany; insufficient management support from above, treachery from below. 
It's possible to succeed, but the odds are against it.* 

Here are some of the specific obstacles to reengineering. 

SILVER BULLET DEFENSE 

Managers are often asked to donate employees from their groups to the 
company's reengineering effort. This is an opportunity for managers to 
unload their most incompetent workers, all in the name of "teamwork." 
These incompetent employees act as "Silver Bullets" to destroy the reengi-
neering project while leaving the existing organizations intact. 

Once the "Silver Bullets" are assembled it's time to have some meetings 
and brainstorm about radical reengineering options: 

Silver Bullet #1: "Does anybody have any radical reengineering ideas?" 

Silver Bullet #2: "Why don't we pre-lick all our envelopes?" 

" T h e odds are approximate ly t h e s a m e as i f you be t on a race ho r se w h o has no t won on a m u d d y 

t rack a n d i t sudden ly starts p o u r i n g rain. And the ho r se has a cast on two legs. And it's d e a d . 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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Silver Bullet #1: "That's more like an incremental "quality" idea than a 
radical "reengineering" idea." 
(Long silence) 

Silver Bullet #2: "We could downsize some people we don't know, thus 
saving money." 

Silver Bullet #3: "Who would do their work?" 
(Another long silence) 

Silver Bullet #2: "Other people that we don't know?" 

Silver Bullet #1: "I like those numbers!" 

CAMOUFLAGE DEFENSE 

Mid-level managers who are threatened by reengineering will make clever 
defensive adjustments. They quickly redefine whatever they're already 
doing as reengineering. Suddenly your "Customer Service Project" gets 
renamed to "Customer Service Reengineering Project." You're not getting 
a haircut, you're "reengineering your head." You're not going to lunch, 
you're "reengineering your intestines." Pretty soon there's so much reengi-
neering going on that it's hard to find anything that isn't reengineering, at 
least in name. 

Then comes budget time. 
Senior executives know they should be funding something called 

"reengineering" or else they'll look like troglodytes. Reengineering is "in" 
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and it's happening. The cheapest way to fund reengineering is by calling 
the stuff you're already funding "reengineering." (Senior managers were 
once middle managers; they know how to manage a budget.) 

The executives might throw a bone to the one "real" reengineering proj-
ect by giving it some money to do a small trial. 

REENGINEERING TRIAL 

A reengineering trial is a small-scale test of a proposed new "reengi-
neered" process. Typically, none of the technology or resources that are 
proposed for the large-scale reengineering project is available for the trial. 
So planning for the trial goes like this: 

Team Member #1: "We'll need distributed workstations, all connected 
by a worldwide satellite network system." 

Team Member #2: "All we have is this pot of decaf coffee that was left 
here from the meeting before ours." 

Team Member #3: "Let's use it. We can interpolate the results." 

Team Member #1: "Are you nuts? That's decaf." 

CONCLUSION 

Reengineering a company is a bit like performing an appendectomy on 
yourself. It hurts quite a bit, you might not know exactly how to do it, and 
there's a good chance you won't survive it. But if it does work, you'll gain 
enough confidence to go after some of the more vital organs, such as that 
big red pumping thing. 
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EXERCISES 

If the employees in your company are a bunch of independent, antiso-
cial psychopaths, you might need some team-building exercises. Team-
building exercises come in many forms but they all trace their roots back 
to the prison system. In your typical team-building exercise the employees 
are subjected to a variety of unpleasant situations until they become either 
a cohesive team or a ring of car jackers. 

On two occasions during my cubicle career 1 had the thrill of participat-
ing in a "Ropes" course with my talented and trusted co-workers. I learned 
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so much in the first experience that the second Ropes course was much 
easier. In particular, I learned that if you fake a hand injury you can be 
exempt from activities that might kill you. 

Our first "learning" during my second Ropes course experience was a 
trust-building exercise. We were randomly paired; one person would stand 
stiffly upright and fall backward, protected by the trusted partner who 
would break the fall. That seemed to work smoothly for most of the pairs 
in my group. But my partner (let's call her Margie) chose the path of least 
resistance and let gravity run its course. When quizzed about this later, 
Margie explained that she figured my wiry five-foot-eight-inch body would 
be "too heavy" so it was best to get out of the way. 

I knew that later we would be expected to dangle from high trees pro-
tected only by the vigilance of our trusted co-workers who would be hold-
ing ropes to protect us. Sadly, my old hand injury flared up and I had to 
pass on that portion of event. 

However, not all was lost in the experience. I did get to wear an incredi-
bly dorky helmet and stand around watching my co-workers do things that 
aren't generally done by people who are —shall we say—smart enough to 
get out of jury duty. I felt quite majestic in my helmet, all outdoorsy, bond-
ing with my teammates. Until somebody pointed out to the assembled 
crowd that my helmet was on backward. Another co-worker ran to get a 
camera because I "looked so funny" in my shorts and dork)' helmet. That 
was the clay I realized that if I ever tunneled out of that corporate prison 
hell I'd be sure to fill in the hole before sprinting for town. 

The highlight of the experience for me was an exercise in which we had 
to move our entire team across a field, stepping only on log stumps that 
were placed too far apart for leaping. The trick was to use planks to build 
temporary bridges in just the right sequence to move the team without 
leaving any planks or people behind. Partway through this exercise our 
fearless district manager realized that listening to the opinions of the 
group was a losing strategy, so he "took control" and started barking direc-
tions. We followed his directions, even though they seemed to be some-
what suboptimal. But by then we trusted him—and of course there was 
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always the "retribution thing" to worry about—so we readily accepted his 
leadership. The exercise ended with all of us except our leader safely on 
the other end of the field. He was stranded many stumps back trying to 
balance two planks in his arms. I think he's still there. 

Everything else you need to know about team building and teamwork is 
in the cartoons and e-mail messages that follow. 

TEAM WORK ILLUSTRATED 
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TALES OF TEAMWORK 

T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

At [company], a lot of business is done in the hallway. Getting 
dragged into these ad hoc meetings can be a huge time-waster; how-
ever, it's hard to avoid them because the participants always seem to 
want everyone's opinion. 

I have taken to either excusing myself to the rest room to get out 
of them, or carrying ice back to my office from the kitchen by hand. 
That way, when I get caught in a meeting, I can say, "See, this ice is 
melting and my hand is cold. I must go now." They let me out, and 
nobody seems to question the utility or business case for my ferrying 
ice around all day. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

So the team is hiring a new engineer, and we had a cube with fur-
niture reserved for her. She's starting next week. But a guy on the 
team [Co-Worker #1] decided he'd rather have "that" cube than 
"his" cube, so he recruits some other team members to help him 
move in. 

I come over to see what the fuss was about and they are just 
moving the new hire's furniture out. I sez to myself, "That furni-
ture is better than my furniture," so I got the guys to move the 
new hire's furniture into my cube and take my furniture . . . well. 
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actually my furniture ended up in [Co-Worker #1's] new cube, and 
his old furniture stayed where it was, which is now the new hire's 
cube. 

As they're moving my desk, which is identical to [Co-Worker 
#1s] desk, out of my cube, another engineer [Co-Worker #2] comes 
by to see what the fuss was about, and happens to mention that that 
desk is better than *his* desk (because he hasn't got a desk, just a 
table). 

So by the time the new hire shows up, I figure she'll have roughly 
two broken file cabinets, a four-by-four table, and a guest chair, and 
she'll be in the cube next to the conference area. 

Plus, none of us worked at all this morning, and a couple people 
got pretty concerned that maybe one of us was leaving the team, 
what with our furniture being moved and all. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Here's a funny disaster scenario, a true situation that happened 
at a company I worked at. The president of our company decided 
we needed an off-site. He decided that an ideal off-site was a bike 
ride. He chose a thirty-mile route and handed out hand-drawn 
maps. 

Half the company didn't have bikes and rented them. Nobody was 
in shape. The route turned out to be fairly hilly (and thirty miles is a 
long ride even in flat terrain for someone who doesn't ride regularly). 
The map was wrong and nobody had real maps. Several people got 
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lost and never made it to lunch. One person ended up in the hospital 
(he collapsed due to low blood sugar while biking up a hill). The 
planned discussions and activities for the day never happened. And 
the president didn't understand until days later how much of a disas-
ter the day had been. After all, he'd enjoyed his ride. 
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L E A D E R S 

DEFINITION OF A LEADER 
Leadership is an intangible quality with no clear definition. That's proba-
bly a good thing, because if the people being led knew the definition, they 
would hunt down their leaders and kill them. 

Some cynics might say that a "leader" is a someone who gets people to 
do things that benefit the leader. But that can't be a good definition 
because there are so many exceptions, as you well know." 

*Please tell me wha t those except ions are; I 'm s tar t ing to get cynical. 
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ORIGIN OF THE WORD "LEADER" 

The word "leader" is derived from the word "lead," as in the material that 
bullets are made out of. The term "leader" was popularized at about the 
same time as the invention of firearms. It grew out of the observation that 
the person in charge of every organization was the person whom everyone 
wanted to fill with hot lead. 

I don't recommend this; it's just a point of historical interest. 

LEADERSHIP VISION 

Leaders spend their time concentrating on "visions" of the future. This can 
involve having lunch with other leaders, attending golf events, or even 
reading a book. It can take many forms, as long as nothing tangible is pro-
duced during the process. Through these activities the leader hopes to 
convince the employees of the following things: 

1. The leader knows the future and has agreed to share it with the 
company instead of using this awesome power to make a for-
tune gambling. 

2. The chosen direction is somehow not as "obvious" as you think, 
so you're lucky to have the leader at any price. 

3. There are intangible benefits to being an employee. These 
intangible benefits compensate for the low pay and poor work-
ing conditions. The nature of these intangible benefits will be 
revealed to you at some future time, unless you have a bad atti-
tude. 

Obviously, any good leader operates under the assumption that the peo-
ple being led are astonishingly gullible. This has proven to be a fair 
assumption throughout history, as demonstrated by the fact that many 
leaders have not been assassinated. 
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LEADER SURVIVAL SKILLS 
* 

The most important skill for any leader is the ability to take credit for 
things that happen on their own. In primitive times, tribal chieftains would 
claim credit for the change in seasons and the fact that wood floats. They 
had the great advantage of the ignorance of the masses working in their 
favor. But television has largely filled the "knowledge gap," so the modern 
leader must take credit for more subtle happenings. 

For example, if the company accountants predict that profits are going 
up because of a change in international currency rates, the good leader 
will create a company-wide "Quality Initiative," thus having a program in 
place to take credit for the profit increase. The employees play along with 
the illusion in hopes that the leader will be noticed by another company 
and hired away. Everybody wins when the leader is successful. 

WHERE DO LEADERS COME F R O M ? 

It's an age-old question: Are leaders born or made? And if they're made 
can we return them under warranty? 
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Leaders are people who can pursue a path that is seemingly nonsensical 
or even dangerous to everybody else. Common sense tells us that nobody 
needs a leader to take the path that's intuitive; people would do that on 
their own. Therefore, since the leader recommends a path that is seem-
ingly illogical to the "average" person, we can conclude that a leader must 
be either: 

1. So smart that nobody can share the vision 

Or . . . 

2. A nitwit 

To divine the answer to the "visionary or nitwit" question we can review 
some of the great acts of leadership and determine, after the fact, whether 
they were the work of the mentally incompetent or of great visionaries. If 
a pattern emerges, we have our answer. 

GREAT WALL OF CHINA EXAMPLE 

Take the Great Wall of China. It took literally dozens of Chinese people 
working overtime to build this wall that stretches for many miles across the 
Chinese nation. It's so large you can see it from outer space, although 
frankly it's not worth it because you'd have to hold your breath a long time 
and you'd probably burn up on reentry. 

The Great Wall's purpose was to keep out invading armies. But invading 
armies soon realized that the gatekeepers along the Great Wall could eas-
ily be bribed. Thanks to unreasonable taxation by the Chinese rulers, the 
average gatekeeper's net worth was a crust of bread and a few shiny stones. 
This made the gatekeepers somewhat vulnerable to bribery. 

Any invading general would pull his army up to the wall, toss a couple 
of sandals to the gatekeeper, and wait for the door to fling open. Then the 
general would kill the gatekeeper because there's no point in wasting good 
sandals. 
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C o n c l u s i o n 

The leaders who built the Great Wall were nitwits. 

S e c o n d a r y C o n c l u s i o n 

But they were smarter than gatekeepers. 

GREAT PYRAMIDS EXAMPLE 

Let's examine the great pyramids of Egypt. I've never actually watched an 
entire PBS show about the pyramids, so I can't speak authoritatively. But I 
think the purpose of the pyramids was to honor the leaders and maybe 
help them in the afterlife. It looked good on papyrus. 

But it didn't turn out the way they planned. I once paid $12 to peer at 
the box that held King Tutankhamen's little bandage-covered midget 
corpse at the De Young Museum in San Francisco. I remember thinking 
how pleased he'd be about the way things turned out in his afterlife. 

C o n c l u s i o n 

The leaders who built the pyramids were nitwits. 

GENGHIS KHAN EXAMPLE 

Many years ago, on a desperately cold evening on the tundra, Genghis 
Khan ordered his Mongol hordes to "mount their horses" and do a ride-by 
"mooning" of the neighboring village. There was no real reason for this 
except that he wanted some peace and quiet while he sat in his tent 
designing various fashion items made out of dead animals. 

Some of the Mongols were later embarrassed to admit that they misin-
terpreted the order to "mount their horses." This made for a good laugh 
back at the camp. 

Later, through a series of creative retellings, this whole Genghis Khan 
legend got blown up into a much bigger deal than it was. But you have to 
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remember, there were maybe two dozen people on the planet at the time, 
so everything seemed important. And everybody agreed it was probably 
best to embellish the story a bit so the Mongol hordes wouldn't look bad in 
business books later on. 

C o n c l u s i o n 

Genghis Khan was a nitwit as a leader, but he was a pretty fair designer of 
fur fashions. 

MODERN EXAMPLES OF LEADERSHIP 

One cannot reach a conclusion on the basis of a few historical examples, 
even if they do seem pretty darned persuasive. Let us turn instead to the 
words of some people who are being led in companies around the globe. I 
think you'll see a pattern emerge. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

This is a true story: 
Our overworked Accounting Department recently put in twenty 

straight days of work to close the books for the year, working through 
weekends and the 4th of July holiday. When it was over, one of the 
managers approached the big boss about possible comp time or 
money bonus. The boss replied, "Didn't you read the 'Red Badge of 
Courage'?" That was his full response. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Just when I thought management couldn't get any more 
clueless . . . 

A friend of mine here at [company] just turned in her resignation 
letter today. Management red-penned it, and sent it back to her for a 
rewrite (they thoughtfully provided her with a copy of the resignation 
letter of her closest peer, who resigned last week, as a model of what 
they liked to see). 

By the way, both people mentioned "clueless management" as one 
of the reasons they were leaving. They were challenged to provide 
examples. 

Dub . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

A few years ago, the VPs of [company] visited a number of other 
companies, with the purpose of discovering what management prac-
tices accounted for their success. One of the companies was Federal 
Express. 

After weeks and weeks of these visits, what did they come back 
with? Well, it seems FedEx employees are called "associates," not 
employees. That must be why FedEx does so well! 

So it was announced to us with great fanfare that henceforth we 
would all be called "associates," not employees. "All* of us would be 
called associates, too—nice and egalitarian. This was supposed to 
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increase our efficiency and productivity. Some weeks later, the VP of 
human resources announced that now there would be "associates," 
"leaders" (i.e., supervisors and middle managers), and "senior lead-
ers" (i.e., senior management). 

This was the most visible (and the most effective) result of the 
VP's visits to see how to emulate well-run companies. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

A recent work situation left me feeling totally Dilbert: 
(1) Boss asks me what I think of a proposal he has because it 

impacts my department. 
(2) I reply that I don't think it will work. 
(3) Countless meetings, conference calls, and e-mails on the pro-

posal. 
(4) Consensus is that this is not a worthwhile proposal. 
(5) Boss decides to implement proposal. 
(6) Boss's boss e-mails boss asking why this proposal was imple-

mented. It doesn't make sense. 
(7) Boss forwards e-mail to me asking why we implemented pro-

posal and to prepare a response! 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Here's a true-life story. 
I am working on a project in cooperation with [large company], In 

this project we need to come up with a name of a [product]. They've 
had a lot of trouble deciding on a name. 

Today we learned that they have made some real progress toward 
determining a name. Their management team explained that they 
have created a team of managers who will by next Monday identify 
another individual whose responsibility will be to produce a schedule 
for determining the name of the device. 

And to think we were worried they weren't doing anything . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

A newly appointed VP of my company, in an interview printed in 
the internal company news rag, made the following comment when 
asked whether existing employees would be relocated if the company 
won an upcoming contract, or if the company would instead hire 
local people: 

"Engineers are basically a commodity. It doesn't make economic 
sense for the company to pay for moves when we can buy the same 
commodity on site." 

Naturally, this disturbed some individuals in the workforce and a 
number of them showed up at an all-hands meeting held by this VP a 
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few days later and sat in the front row plastered with signs labeling 
themselves as "Bananas," "Pork Bellies," etc. 

The VP made a valiant effort to tap dance around his statements 
but didn't make many converts. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Look out, Newt. . . 
My division has decided to inspire employees in true Republican 

style by giving each engineer a three-by-five-inch plastic card with 
the ten-point "[Division Name] Contract." According to a letter dis-
tributed with the contract: 

"Someone once said that you know your strategy is sound if you 
can say 'no' to a request. Use this card in that way. If you're asked to 
do something not related to the contract, challenge its importance 
and sustain the focus we require to set ourselves up for a great future 
of opportunity, growth, and profit." 

First of all, wasn't it *Dogbert* who noted the difference between 
a company with a strategy and one without a strategy? 

Maybe life did imitate art in this case. You make the call. Take a look at 
this cartoon from a book published in 1991: 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

This story is from a friend of mine who works for [company 
name]. 

Two senior-level VPs are scheduled to visit the lab. Of course all 
productive work is stopped for a week while the floors are buffed, 
the lab rearranged, and the bathrooms cleaned. (At least some good 
is coming out of this.) 

One of the managers took it upon herself to label all of the equip-
ment in the lab. She labeled everything short of the pencil sharpener. 
My friend actually removed some of the labels because at some point 
it was insulting. 

Thank heavens there was a "Logic Analyzer" label covering the 
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HP Logic Analyzer logo. I think the label "Buffed Floor" wouldn't 
stick because of the new wax. The absurdity doesn't end here though 

A local VP takes a preview tour of the lab, shakes his head, and 
says, "Jesus, I wanted a lab tour not a trade show" and leaves. This 
creates a murmur in the powers-that-be: 

"He didn't want a trade show." "He didn't want a trade show." 
The final insult occurred as he was leaving and they were putting 

new sod down around the entrance in some of the more bare spots. 
Another half day is lost while they rearrange the lab again. 
I've got visions of an entourage including one guy to drop sod in 

front of these VPs lest someone's foot touch sand. I wonder how 
many people it takes to hold these guys off the toilet seats and how 
they fit them all into the stall??? 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

The stupidest thing my boss ever did for our group was institute a 
point system. We all had checklists, and we checked off what we did 
during the day, and we got points. 

Not a bright guy. 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: seottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

True story: 
When we were down in the dumps one year, our newish CEO 

decided that we needed a motivational meeting, complete with pro-
fessional corporate motivation video. The video featured the "try 
again until success" attitude of balloonist Maxie Anderson and was 
coordinated with a personal letter from the famed balloonist. 

(Maxie had been killed three years earlier in a ballooning acci-
dent.) 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

True story: 
One day at a meeting one of the big deals was daydreaming and 

chewing on the side of his pen. The pen started leaking and no one 
in the room bothered telling this guy that he had blue ink gathering 
at the side of his lip and dripping on his shirt. Here they are trying to 
keep a straight face and he has blue dripping down his face. 

They let him go the whole meeting that way. 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Certain specific engineering disciplines are in demand around 
here so experienced staff have been leaving for other companies to 
make up to fifteen percent more money for about half the work. 

Management calls a meeting of the remaining engineers. 
There is some anticipation by these engineers that management 

will announce some correction in their salaries or workload. 
The meeting is held—management hands out T-shirts and basi-

cally says, "Have a nice day." 
The engineers are seen in their offices dancing on the T-shirts. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

You may not believe this; I didn't at first, but it is true. 
A program here at [company] is requiring five hours per week 

overtime. We do not get paid for the first five hours of overtime each 
week. Anyway, a woman working on the program took two weeks of 
vacation. When she returned she was told that she owed ten hours of 
overtime for the time she did not put in while on vacation. 

She told them they could fire her ass. I thought she was far too 
nice about it. 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.eom 

Scott, 

Apparently, the Technical Division has sent around the new [com-
pany] Mission Statement and is requiring all the employees to sign it 
to indicate their support of it. 

When you sign off on the Mission Statement, you get a special pin 
that you're supposed to wear. Then (here's the "best" part), if you see 
someone else wearing the special pin, you're supposed to give them 
the "secret salute." This "secret salute" consists of touching your 
hand to the pin and then giving the "thumbs up." We figured it 
would probably be easier to just give the Nazi salute. 

Yours in Wonderland 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

We have a "Team Leader" here that also is one of those people 
(idiots) who comes into a meeting fifteen minutes late and insists on 
bringing up every topic that's already been discussed. 

Over the holidays there wasn't much going on and he didn't have 
anything to do. He actually came into a meeting that had nothing to 
do with him or his department. He sat down and said he just didn't 
feel like he was "working" unless he could attend a meeting. Since 
this was the only meeting going on in the building that day, he 
decided to join it. 

We agreed that he could sit there if he really felt the need, but 
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only if he would keep quiet. Of course he couldn't, and brought up 
irrelevant points that we had already discussed. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Our company's eight-year "anniversary" was approaching. A bunch 
of employees got together to organize a party in the courtyard behind 
our building. When the boss found out he insisted on giving a speech 
during the festivities. 

Well, everything went according to plan. Over a hundred employ-
ees showed up to eat fajitas and imbibe large amounts of margaritas. 
The boss then proceeds to get on his soapbox and give his speech, 
which consisted of "we may be a new company, but we will continue 
to become a better company by hopefully hiring better employees 
than we have now." 

The amusing thing is that this man never realized he just insulted 
every employee in the company. We talk about the "infamous 
speech" to this day. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Is management at your company "this" inspired? 
From the front page of [company's] Total Quality newsletter: 
"The single factor that separates winning companies from their 

unsuccessful counterparts is the ability to stay competitive in an 
incredibly competitive world! . . . " 
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Does management have a firm grasp of the obvious or 
what. . . ?? 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Our director general gave an all-staff pep talk just before 
Christmas, at which he defined our mission as "being the company of 
choice for customers, partners, and employees," whereupon in 
February he resigned to go head up the competition. 

Well, he certainly made his choice. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I was sitting here finishing my uncut raisin bagel and took the sec-
ond to last bite . . . as I noticed a co-worker across the hall in the 
other cubicle saying something about "corporate executives" and not 
"walking the walk" . . . it occurred to me how perfectly the chunk of 
bagel in my hand would bounce off his head if I threw it full force 
across the cubes . . . 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

The story: 
I created a graph a couple of years ago, showing a problem with a 

circuit that we had designed, and were using in most of our products. 
I had a meeting with our VP of Engineering, and during the meeting 
I told him that we had a problem, and I showed him the graph. 

He took the graph, looked at it, and said, "Wow." 
I thought he was seeing the same thing I was: There was a prob-

lem with the circuit, and we would have to fix it in a substantial part 
of our product line. 

"Wow," he said again, "How did you make this graph?" 
Over the next two weeks, I spent most of my time creating graphs 

for our VP of Engineering to use in his Corporate Management 
Committee meetings, where he was finally able to upstage all the 
marketing bozos (other VPs) with their Mac graphics that their secre-
taries had spent a week working on. 

If I had drawn the graph on a piece of engineering paper, then he 
might have seen the problem, and we might have fixed it. As it was, 
though, I did not work on the problem until a year later, when our 
customers finally tracked down a problem they were having, and 
found that it was in our chip (the same problem), and demanded that 
we fix it. 

Oddly enough (or maybe not), I then got credit not for finding the 
problem before our customers had trouble with the part, but for fix-
ing it after the customers found it. 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

A manager suggested a way to keep meetings on time: 
For every minute late to a meeting the tardy person has to con-

tribute $1 for every person present and kept waiting. 
($ = persons x minutes). 

This did not last long as soon as the instigator of this policy arrived 
forty minutes late to a meeting with thirty people! 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

In our company, we were required to account for our time on our 
time cards in " S I X MINUTE INCREMENTS" . Mind you, we 
were supposedly "salaried" employees. 

The reason for this pickiness is that some years ago, division 
potentates were caught messing with the books. The cure for this was 
not to particularly punish the princes, but rather to flog the peasants 
by harassing them about every detail of their time charges (we have 
eleven-digit charge numbers). 

A while back, one of our people was caught in a sneak audit. 
Questions like, "What are you working on? What is your charge num-
ber? Have you ever committed fraud?" (Not kidding about the last. 
They DO ask!!) 

But the interview lasted longer than six minutes . . . (just seven 
minutes, to be exact). So later on he was called on the carpet for 
charging the interview time to his project!! The worker had to write a 
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memo saying he was sorry, the supervisor had to write a memo saying 
it would never happen again, and the "cognizant VP" (an evident oxy-
moron) wrote a memo saying heads would roll if this flagrant misbe-
havior continued. . . . 

Things are improving, though: They relaxed the rules so we now 
only have to account for our time in fifteen-minute intervals . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Recently, a human resources manager was telling me about an 
employee that was having trouble with repetitive stress syndrome 
and it was related to using a mouse. I suggested that person be given 
a $150 pen and tablet to replace the mouse and alleviate pain while 
restoring productivity. 

The manager's response was, "Shhhh, don't tell anyone about this. 
If they find out that they can avoid pain and suffering, everyone will 
want one of these things!" 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

During a particularly vicious interoffice war, when everyone was 
sweating for their jobs, the director walks into the weekly staff meet-
ing, places a tape recorder on the table, and turns it on. Everyone sits 
up, glances right and left. Expressions go carefully vacant. 

The director berates the attendees for not speaking up in meet-
ings and for being "too stressed out." 
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Then the director's hench-person passes out copies of a form 
labeled "STRESS-O-METER." The form has seven boxes, each 
labeled with a degree of stress. The names went all the way from 
"don't care about anything" (zero stress) to "ready to explode" (num-
ber seven stress). 

Each form had to be filled out, signed, and returned. 
The STRESS-O-METERS were collected, totaled, averaged, and 

the number posted on an office wall. 
"Stress at 4.3 this week!" 
Next week, "Stress at 4.2, good work!" 
Of course, all the "confidential" forms were taped to the coffee 

room wall, so everyone tried to figure out who was ready to explode 
and who was sleeping in their office. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

So here's the latest from my company: 
Our systems organization has recently gone through a series of 

layoffs, each supposedly final. Whole groups have been outsourced, 
but only after lengthy and public debate of how their detailed tech-
nical knowledge is "non-value-added." There is an ongoing "Bullet 
Team" to try to implement the "Indian Initiative." We have just 
reorganized, and half of the management has been appointed very 
obviously on the basis of their ability to suck up to the guy in charge 
of that half. 

Morale is just a wee bit low. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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Now, surprisingly enough, the morale problem has been 
acknowledged. (I think they're a little worried that people are 
starting to leave without being laid off first.) A "Work-Out" was 
called to address the issue. Alternatives discussed at the Work-Out 
included: 

- Recognizing and rewarding technical expertise. 
- Getting a pay scale close to market value. 
- Communicating outsourcing plans and guidelines. 
- Retraining folks with those less "value-added" skills. 
After all those alternatives (and many more) were discussed, the 

outcome of lengthy deliberation was . . . The FUN Team!!! 
Employee morale is low. We need more picnics and bowling. If we 
just socialize more, all our problems will go away. 

If I had just gone to more leadership classes, I'm sure I'd under-
stand all this. . . . 

THE IMPORTANCE OF HAIR FOR MALE LEADERS 

Lastly, no discussion of leadership can be complete without considering 
hair. For women, it's sufficient just to have hair. But for men, the quality of 
hair is an essential leadership component. 

The hair-leadership correlation is something I first noticed while work-
ing at Crocker Bank and then later at Pacific Bell. Over time I realized it 
couldn't be a coincidence. 

At the top of the executive heap you consistently find men with thick, 
medium-length, parted-at-the-side hair. It's the kind of hair that turns sil-
ver with time, never thinning. Perma hair. Jack Kemp hair. Newt Gingrich 
hair. Hair that will not die. Hair that can deflect a bullet. Hair that would 
protect a space vehicle on reentry.* 

"In case you want to go look at t h e Grea t Wall of China . 
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There are exceptions, of course. Sometimes a highly capable bald exec-
utive like Barry Diller will slip through, like a dolphin evading a tuna net. 
But this is rare and I attribute it mostly to the fact that these executives are 
part dolphin. (If you look closely at Barry Diller you'll see a little blow hole 
right on the top of his head.) The executives who are part dolphin can be 
identified by two striking characteristics: 

1. They lack hair. 

2. They ask you to write a "porpoise statement." 
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CONCLUSION 
I don't mean for this chapter to imply that leadership is the same as a con 
job. The differences are substantial, in the sense that leadership pays 
much more and doesn't require quick wits. I recommend it as a career 
path to all of you. 

LEADERSHIP ILLUSTRATED 
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N E W C O M P A N Y M O D E L : 
O A 5 

In this chapter you will find a variety of untested suggestions from an 
author who has never successfully managed anything but his cats. (And 
now that I think of it, I haven't seen the gray one for two days.) 

Some people think that because I cleverly mock current management 
methods I must have some excellent ideas that I am selfishly keeping to 
myself. Over time, I have begun to believe this myself. (If this doesn't 
prove my central thesis—that we're all idiots—then nothing will.) 

I doubt that anything you read here will improve your life, but I'm fairly 
confident that it won't hurt you either, and that's better than a lot of the 
things you're doing now. 

If any of you are gullible enough to take my recommendations, don't say 
you weren't warned. That said, 1 think you'll find some interesting ideas 
here. 

FUNDAMENTALS 

The key to good management is knowing what's fundamental to success 
and what's not. Here's my grand insight about company fundamentals: 
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Companies with effective employees and good products usually do well. 

Ta-daa!! 
That might seem like a blinding flash of the obvious, but look around 

your company and see how many activities are at least one level removed 
from something that improves either the effectiveness of the people or the 
quality of the product.* (Note: If you're in one of those jobs, you might 
want to update your resume.) 

Any activity that is one level removed from your people or your product 
will ultimately fail or have little benefit. It won't seem like that when 
you're doing it, but it's a consistent pattern. 

It's hard to define what I mean by being "one level removed" but you 
know it when you see it. Examples help: 

• If you're writing code for a new software release, that's fundamen-
tal, because you're improving the product. But if you're creating a 
policy about writing software then you're one level removed. 

• If you're testing a better way to assemble a product, that's funda-
mental. But if you're working on a task force to develop a sugges-
tion system then you're one level removed. 

• If you're talking to a customer, that's fundamental. If you're talking 
about customers you're probably one level removed. 

• If you're involved in anything on the list below, you're one level 
removed from the fundamentals of your company and you will not 
be missed if you are abducted by aliens. 

NOT FUNDAMENTAL 

Quality Faire 
Process Improvement Team 

" W h e n I r e f e r to " p r o d u c t " I mean t h e en t i re p r o d u c t exper ience f rom the cus tomer ' s perspec t ive , 

inc luding t h e delivery, image, and channe l . 
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Recognition Committee 
Employee satisfaction survey 
Suggestion system 
ISO 9000 
Standards 
Policy improvement 
Reorganization 
Budget process 
Writing Vision Statements 
Writing Mission Statements 
Writing an "approved equipment list" 

These "one off" activities are irresistible. You can make a convincing 
argument for all of them. You couldn't run a company, for example, with-
out a budget process. I'm not suggesting you try. But I think you can focus 
more of your energy on the fundamentals (people and product) by follow-
ing a simple rule for all the "one off" activities. 

Rule for "one off" activities: consistency. Resist the urge to tinker. It's 
always tempting to "improve" the organizational structure, or to rewrite 
the company policy to address a new situation, or to create committees to 
improve employee morale. Individually, all those things seem to make 
sense. But experience shows that you generally end up with something 
that is no more effective that what you started with. 

For example, companies tinker endlessly with the formula for employee 
compensation. Rarely does this result in happier and more productive 
employees. The employees redirect their energies toward griping and 
preparing resumes, the managers redirect their energies toward explaining 
and justifying the new system. 

The rule of consistency would direct you toward keeping your current 
compensation plan—warts and all—unless it's a true abomination. The 
company that focuses on fundamentals will generate enough income to 
make any compensation plan seem adequate. 

The best example of a fruitless, "one off" activity that seems like a good 
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idea is the reorganization. Have you ever seen an internal company reor-
ganization that dramatically improved either the effectiveness of the 
employees or the quality of the product? 

Sometimes there are indirect benefits because a reorganization is a 
good excuse for weeding out the ninnies, but that hardly justifies the dis-
ruption. The rule of consistency would say it's best to keep the organiza-
tion as it is, unless there's a fundamental shift in the business. Add or sub-
tract people as needed, but leave the framework alone. Let the employees 
spend time on something besides reordering business cards. 

Many of the "one off ' activities start taking care of themselves if you're 
doing a good job with your people and your products. A company with a 
good product rarely needs a Mission Statement. Effective employees will 
suggest improvements without being on a Quality Team. Nobody will miss 
the Employee Recognition Committee if the managers are effective and 
routinely recognize good performance. The budget process will suddenly 
look very simple if you're making money (by focusing on your products). 

As far as consistency goes, I would make an exception for changes that 
are radical enough to qualify as "reengineering" a process. It's the fiddling 
I object to, not elimination or major streamlining. 

If you buy my argument that too much energy is being spent on the 
"one off ' activities, the next question is how to focus on the fundamentals 
of making your people more effective and your products more desirable. 

I'm here to help. 

OUT AT FIVE 

I developed a conceptual model for a perfect company. The primary 
objective of this company is to make the employees as effective as possi-
ble. I figure the best products usually come from the most effective 
employees, so employee effectiveness is the most fundamental of the fun-
damentals. 

The goal of my hypothetical company is to get the best work out of the 
employees and make sure they leave work by five o'clock. Finishing by five 
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o'clock is so central to everything that follows that I named the company 
OA5 (Out at Five) to reinforce the point. If you let this part of the concept 
slip, the rest of it falls apart. You'll see why. 

In today's corporate environment the employee who walks out the door 
at five P.M. is held in lower regard than a Michael Jackson Day Care 
Center. The goal of OA5 is to change that—to guarantee that the 
employee who leaves at five P.M. has done a full share of work and every-
body realizes it. For that to happen, the OA5 company has to do things 
differently than an ordinary company. 

Companies use a lot of energy trying to increase employee satisfaction. 
That's very nice of them, but let's face it—work sucks. If people liked work 
they'd do it for free. The reason we have to pay people to work is that 
work is inherently unpleasant compared to the alternatives. At OA5 we 
recognize that the best way to make employees satisfied about their work-
is to help them get away from it as much as possible. 

An OA5 company isn't willing to settle for less productivity from the 
employees, just less time. The underlying assumptions for OA5 are: 

• Happy employees are more productive and creative than unhappy 
ones. 

• There's a limit to how much happiness you can get while you're at 
work. Big gains in happiness can only be made by spending more 
time away from work. 

• The average person is only mentally productive a few hours a day 
no matter how many hours are "worked." 

• People know how to compress their activities to fit a reduced time. 
Doing so increases both their energy and their interest. The payoff 
is direct and personal—they go home early. 

• A company can't do much to stimulate happiness and creativity, 
but it can do a lot to kill them. The trick for the company is to stay 
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out of the way. When companies try to encourage creativity it's like 
a bear dancing with an ant. Sooner or later the ant will realize it's a 
bad idea, although the bear might not. 

STAYING OUT OF THE WAY 

Most people are creative by nature and happy by default. It doesn't seem 
that way because modern management is designed to squash those 
impulses. An OAS company is designed to stay out of the way and let the 
good things happen. Here's how: 

1. Let the employees dress any way they want, decorate their work 
spaces any way they want, format memos any way they want. 
Nobody has ever demonstrated that these areas have an impact on 
productivity. But when you "manage" those things you send a clear 
signal that conformity is valued above either efficiency or creativ-
ity. It's better to get out of the way and reinforce the message that 
you expect people to focus on what is important. 

1 stop short of recommending that employees should use any kind 
of computer that they want. Every situation is different, but there 
can be overriding efficiency considerations for keeping a standard 
computer type. Efficiency has to be a higher principle than cre-
ativity, otherwise you have chaos. 

2. Eliminate any artificial "creativity" processes in the company, such 
as the Employee Suggestion Plan or Quality Teams. Creativity 
comes naturally when you've done everything else right. If you 
have a good e-mail system, a stable organization chart, and an 
unstressed workplace the good ideas will get to the right person 
without any help. The main thing is to let people know that cre-
ativity is okay and get out of the way. 
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WHAT DOES AN OA5 MANAGER DO? 

"Staying out of the way" isn't much of a job description for a manager. So if 
you want to be a manager in an OA5 company you'll need to do some actual 
work too. Here are the most useful activities I can think of for a manager. 

1. Eliminate the assholes. Nothing can drain the life-force out of 
your employees as much as a few sadistic assholes who seem to 
exist for the sole purpose of making life hard for others. 

Sadly, assholes often have important job skills that you'd like to 
keep. My advice is that it's never worth the tradeoff. In an OA5 
company if you're making your co-workers unhappy, then you're 
incompetent by definition. It's okay to be "tough" and it's okay to 
be "aggressive" and it's okay to disagree—even shout. That's not 
necessarily being an asshole. Some conflict is healthy. But if you 
do it with disrespect, or you seem to be enjoying it, or you do it in 
every situation, guess what—you're an asshole. And you're gone. 
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2. Make sure your employees are learning something every day. 
Ideally, they should learn things that directly help on the job, but 
learning anything at all should be encouraged. The more you 
know, the more connections form in your brain, and the easier 
every task becomes. Learning creates job satisfaction and supports 
a person's ego and energy level. As an OA5 manager you need to 
make sure every person is learning something every day. Here are 
some ways you can ensure that people are learning daily: 

• Support requests for training even when not directly job 
related. 

• Share your own knowledge freely and ask others to do the 
same, ideally in small digestible chunks. 

• Make trade magazines and newspapers available. 

• If the budget allows, try to keep employees in current com-
puters and software. Make Internet connections available. 

• Support experimentation sometimes even when you know it's 
doomed (if the cost is low). 

• Make "teaching" a part of everybody's job description. 
Reward employees who do a good job of communicating 
useful information to co-workers. 

3. Collectively all the little things create an environment that sup-
ports curiosity and learning. Imagine a job where after, you've 
screwed up your boss says "What did you learn?" instead of "What 
the hell were you thinking?" 

4. Teach employees how to be efficient. Lead by example, but also 
continuously reinforce the following behaviors in others: 

• Do creative work in the morning and do routine, brainless 
work in the afternoon. For example, staff meetings should be 
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held in the afternoon (if at all). This can have a huge impact 
on peoples actual and perceived effectiveness. 

• Keep meetings short. Get to the point and get on. Make it 
clear that brevity and clarity are prized. The reward for 
brevity is the ability to leave at five o'clock with a clear con-
science. Every company says brevity is good but only an OA5 
company rewards it directly. 

• Blow off low-priority activities and make it clear why. Don't 
be sucked into an activity because it's the polite thing to do. 
If it's a "one off ' activity, say no. Say why you're saying no. Be 
direct. 

• Respectfully interrupt people who talk too long without get-
ting to the point. At first it will seem rude. Eventually it gives 

everybody permission to do the same, and that's a tradeoff 
that can be appreciated. Remember, there's a reward—you 
get out at five. 

• Be efficient in the little things. For example, rather than 
have some Byzantine process for doling out office supplies, 
add $25 a month to each employees paycheck as a "supply 
stipend" and let employees buy whatever they need from 
their local store. If they spend less, they keep the difference. 

• If you create an internal memo with a typo, just line it out 
and send it. Never reprint it. Better yet, stick with e-mail. 

THE BIG FINISH 

A culture of efficiency starts with the everyday things that you can directly 
control: clothes, meeting lengths, conversations with co-workers, and the 
like. The way you approach these everyday activities establishes the cul-
ture that will drive your fundamental activities. 
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What message does a company send when it huddles its managers 
together for several days to produce a Mission Statement that sounds 
something like this: 

"We design integrated world-class solutions on a worldwide basis." 

Answer: It sends a message that the managers can't write, can't think, 
and can't identify priorities. 

Managers are obsessed with the "big picture." They look for the big pic-
ture in Vision Statements and Mission Statements and Quality Programs. I 
think the big picture is hiding in the details. It's in the clothes, the office 
supplies, the casual comments, and the coffee. I'm all for working on the 
big picture, if you know where to find it. 

Finally—and this is the last time I'm going to say it—we're all idiots and 
we're going to make mistakes. That's not necessarily bad. I have a saying: 
"Creativity is allowing yourself to make mistakes. Art is knowing which 
ones to keep." 

Keep your people fresh, happy, and efficient. Set a target, then get out 
of the way. Let art happen. Sometimes idiots can accomplish wonderful 
things. 

TALES OF COMPANIES THAT TURN ON THEMSELVES 

Here are some of my favorite stories of employees who need to be weeded 
out. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Let me relate an incident that typifies a bizarre trait of the "squir-
rel" human condition. 

Desperate to resolve a bad customer problem with a dead system, 
the techie finally isolates the cause and needs a replacement widget. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com


N e w C o m p a n y M o d e l : 0 A 5 3 2 5 

It is after hours. Using every informal channel he knows, he finally 
tracks down the emergency store man who, surprisingly, isn't too 
miffed about the late-night call. They read the runes (microfiche), 
find the right part number, check the stores database, and find one in 
a depot close by. 

"Great—that's a relief!" 
"Whoa—I can't let you have THAT." 
"Why not!?" (Mounting hysteria . . . ) 
"That's the last one—if I let you have that, I'd be out of stock!" 
. . . agonized scream cut short by dial tone . . . 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I have yet to convince anyone that the following actually hap-
pened. 

Shortly after taking my first job, I submitted a trip report and 
expense account only to have it returned to my desk because one 
item "violated company policy." Being a concerned employee, I 
immediately contacted the soon-to-be-retired career bureaucrat in 
charge, expressed my contrition, and requested a copy of the com-
pany policies so as to avoid another violation. The bureaucrat 
informed me that company policies were secret and not for general 
distribution, as then "everyone would know them." 

After a moment of silent contemplation, 1 slunk back to my desk, 
realizing that I was clearly outclassed. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

The MIS manager, who doesn't know anything about computers, 
buys computers one at a time so he can purchase them on his per-
sonal credit card. He then files for reimbursement on his expense 
account. Why does he do this? To acquire frequent flyer miles given 
by his credit card company. Therefore, it takes an entire year to buy 
twenty computers. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

This happened to one of my cubie-mates. 
He uses a Daytimer to keep track of appointments, deadlines, etc. 

This being December, he went (as he has each previous December) 
to the "Supply Sergeant" (our director's secretary) to get his refill. 
She informed him that she had only ordered for "management" (of 
which he was trot) and a few others. Obviously he was not on that list 
either. 

However, he was told that if he were to bring his old one ('94) to 
her (in order to prove that he does use it), she would give him a new 
insert. 

His response . . . "Thanks anyway, I'll find some other way to keep 
my notes and appointments." Being the inventive software engineer-
that he is, he now has numerous paper towels (from the rest room) 
hanging from his desk bookshelf. 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

I'm currently a senior software engineer at [company]. I'm rather 
young (twenty-four), so am looked down upon by one of our more 
"experienced" engineers. 

During a design meeting I was running, this guy stood up and 
started saying I was completely off base and what I was proposing 
would never work. When asked for an alternative he went barreling 
off into a confused discussion of a different topic. He finally declared 
that we had to do things his way even though "his way" was a rather 
unclear concept, and did not address our design problem. 

When asked to justify his position, the man replied, "I have years 
of experience." When pressed for a more descriptive justification he 
clarified things a bit. "I have years of experience—you wouldn't 
understand." 

Needless to say he wasn't invited to future meetings. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

True story: 
A customer requests a product and we order it for him. The guy in 

shipping says okay and enters them into his database. After a few 
days, the customer calls to ask where his order is. We call to shipping 
and the shipper guy says, "Oh yeah, I couldn't find the customer in 
my database so I canceled the order." (Of course, without telling any-

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
mailto:scottadams@aol.com


102 
T H E D I L B E R T P R I N C I P L E 

body.) So we ask the shipping guy to search his database right now for 
the ORDER NUMBER he gave us. He responds, "Nope, I can't find 
that customer's name in my database." So then we ask him "Okay, now 
try searching on the ORDER NUMBER you gave us." He says, "Oh, 
here it is-yeah, it says I canceled that order because I couldn't find 
them in the database." Hmmm. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

Our company is so bad we actually have an engineers union. 
During our latest negotiations the company representative told the 
union that one of their demands is to reduce our lunch hour from the 
present forty-two minutes (yes— exactly forty-two minutes— even a 
buzzer rings)—to thirty minutes. When asked why, the company rep-
resentative said that it's because not enough people are using the 
cafeteria—if the lunch hour is only thirty minutes, no one will be 
able to go out to lunch; therefore they will have to use the cafeteria. 
It seems that they are losing money!! (By the way, the food really 
stinks there.) 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

A few weeks ago, I overheard a discussion in the hall about a new, 
company-wide software QA manual. I listened in and heard it men-
tioned that the preamble decreed that all employees developing or 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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using software for sensitive work are obliged to conform to the pro-
cedures described in the manual. This is essentially everything that I 
do. Kind of odd that I only found out about it by overhearing a con-
versation. 

So, I head off to the documents people and ask for a copy. The guy 
there says, "I can't give you a copy of that, it's protected." 

"Well, how do I get one?" 
"You need this form filled out with all of these managers' signa-

tures." 
"But it says right at the front of this document that I am obliged to 

do what it says, or else!" 
He looked up at me suspiciously and asked, "How do you know 

that?" 
I gave up and took a copy of the form. 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

This really happened: 
We recently moved into a new building. Since all companies are 

worried about showing a profit, it's no longer automatic just to order 
lots of supplies or all of the chairs, cabinets, and things everyone 
wants. Nothing is ordered if it isn't requested. 

Our modular furniture had been delivered and assembled. Shortly 
after, the "white boards" were delivered and mounted on the walls. 
At an executive staff meeting the question was asked "Will we be get-
ting board markers and erasers?" 

The response from the manager responsible for supplies was, 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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"Well, I don't think so . . . it seems to me the boards get written on 
once and then never erased." 

After seeing the expression on everyone's face, he added, "Maybe 
I should rethink that one." 

From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

One of the things I like most about my current job is that I haven't 
felt impelled to scream, "I'm living in a Dilbert cartoon!" every five 
minutes, unlike I was in my previous job. 

Well, that was something I used to like. Until now. 
I will describe [company] Soda Situation to you in hopes that 

you'll find something amusing in our misery, something that you can 
use to torture Dilbert and Wally. 

We have until recently been a little startup company. Like most 
startup companies, our company does everything it can to keep us 
here working. Continuously. It does its best to make sure we don't 
leave our desks. It trucks in food, juice, soda, espresso machines, 
video games, and all the comforts of home. Or it used to, anyway. 

The food was the first to go. We were told it was being "evalu-
ated," which is apparently shorthand for "suspended, and we hope 
you'll forget about it soon and not hassle us." Next, we were told that 
we'd be charged $3 to get replacement access cards, because "people 
were losing' them too often." 

The quotes around "losing" in the e-mail infuriated a lot of people. 
What, we're losing our cards *on purpose*????? Is there some kind 
of black market in access cards? Huh ? 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com
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The free juice and soda seemed unassailable, until now. 
We noticed two weeks ago that the refrigerators were looking a 

little empty. Popular soda types were gone, the milk for the espresso 
machines was just a distant memory, and the juice bottles were 
looking pretty scant. 

Things continued like this for days, getting slowly worse as peo-
ple moved on from the good sodas to consume the yucky sodas. 
Eventually, the fridges were totally emptied, and people started 
sending e-mail to our facilities people. 

This is the answer they got, sent to the whole company, with the 
name of the culprit deleted: 

Hello all: 
We are currently going through a cost-cutting "experiment" with 

coffee, beverages, kitchen supplies, and office supplies. We have 
temporarily asked our vendors to cut down on our usual weekly 
inventory. 

During this experiment, we hope to determine what kind of bev-
erages and coffee are consumed more than others. We hope to find 
out what flavors of juices/Calistoga water/sodas we can eliminate, so 
that we can make sure that we'll never be understocked of those 
more popular items or overstocked on those that are less popular. 

The very same goes for office supplies. We're trying to determine 
how many different kinds of pens/paper/envelopes/etc. we really 
need to stock. 

We'll continue to order special items that you request. All we ask 
is to keep the cost down. A $15 Rolodex will do the same as a $50 
one. Please use good judgment. 

So please bear with us. I will be monitoring both beverage and 
coffee inventory as well as office supplies during this experiment. If 
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we are low or out of coffee/water/soda/milk/etc., please keep me 
informed. The same goes for office supplies. In the meantime, 
please check our other kitchens and supply rooms on other floors to 
get what you're looking for. It would also be appreciated and benefi-
cial if you would use each product to its fullest. Which means finish-
ing your can of soda before grabbing another one or using some of 
our used binders before grabbing a new one. 

You can also help us by keeping our kitchens and supply rooms 
clean as you would in your own home. 

Thanks for your help. I will inform you as soon as this experiment 
is complete. 

-K 

I think the rest of the story should be allowed to tell itself. Here 
are some responses to that e-mail, and the mysterious K's replies. 

Reply and response pair one: 

K: 
We're not sure how cutting down on beverage inventory will help 

determine usage. With reduced inventory our preferred drinks run 
out and we're forced to consume inferior beverages. 

For example, I prefer to drink Coke. The building is now out of 
Coke, so I drink root beer instead. The problem is, I hate root beer. 
I drink it only because I need caffeine and root beer is better than 
any of the other alternatives. However, since I'm drinking root beer, 
you will think there is a demand for it and will order even more. 
Furthermore, since I'm drinking root beer more than Coke, you'll 
think I like it and will order more root beer than Coke in the future. 
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Yikes! 
It seems that an effective way to monitor consumption would he 

to order large, equal amounts of each beverage, wait a week, and 
then see how much of each beverage is left. 

-T 

T: 
Excellent point! But, if you are an avid Coke drinker like you say 

you are, then you'll be willing to go to different floors to find your 
Coke. I know we have Coke here on the first floor. It's a bit inconve-
nient, but you may find it to be worth the trip. I myself am an avid 
Diet Coke drinker. I do like root beer, Mountain Dew, as well as 
Coke, but I prefer Diet Coke. So I'm willing to check other floors 
first before I go to my alternate choice. But that's just me. 

-K 

Reply and response pair two: 

K, forgive me for sounding rude, but this is ridiculous. I am not 
willing to interrupt the important work I'm doing here on the third 
floor to wander around the other two floors checking to see whether 
or not there is any of the drink I prefer. Wandering like this is a seri-
ous drain on my productivity, and will just make me mad if I don't 
find what I'm looking for on some other floor. Having some drinks 
sometimes available on some floors is not a reasonable alternative. 

If your goal is to determine which drinks people prefer, then the 
scheme of ordering fewer of all drinks will definitely lead to skewed 
results, as T pointed out. People will drink things that are not their 
preference, simply because their preference is not available. 
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I have been drinking only apple juice recently. Several times in 
the last few weeks, there has been no apple juice, so I didn't drink 
anything and was in a bad mood instead. I'm not sure how this helps 
your experiment but maybe it's data you want to know. 

- I 

J: Thanks for your data! 
—K 

Reply and response pair three: 

K: 
The shortage of juice is making me very angry. There is no juice 

at all in the third-floor refrigerator. I don't drink carbonated things, 
so the Veryfine juice is the only thing provided by the company that 
I will drink. 

Our old ration of juice was already small enough that we usually 
ran out of juice before the refrigerator got restocked. Now it seems 
that we have even less juice and we're out even in the morning. 

I started eating lunch before noticing the lack of juice. I am very 
thirsty, annoyed, and have a lot of work to do. I am now going to 
have to visit all the other floors to find out if there's anything I can 
drink in the building. 

Did you change the drink order to create an artificial shortage? 
Why? 
This is really inconvenient for me!! 
—D 
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D: 
>Did you change the drink order to create an artificial shortage? 
YES! 
>Why? 
A DECISION THAT WAS NOT MINE. AGAIN, ITS ONLY IN 

ITS EXPERIMENTAL STAGE AND WILL BE INCREASED 
SHORTLY. 

>This is really inconvenient for me!! 
I APOLOGIZE. I'M ONLY DOING WHAT I WAS TOLD. 
—K 

Is K channeling Catbert? 
I think they'd have outraged fewer people if they just started 

charging for soda. Meanwhile, we continue to purchase expensive 
[equipment] and pay useless employees. I think we should just pay 
for the soda by taking just one employee out back and shooting 
him / her. I suggested that we choose the employee by a company-
wide vote. Nobody's yet told me I'm insane. 

THERE'S HOPE 

Last, here's my favorite e-mail message of all time. It gives me hope that 
our species has a chance of surviving. 
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From: (name withheld) 
To: scottadams@aol.com 

Scott, 

When I was younger, I made a trip to Chicago. When I got out of 
a cab, my umbrella fell on the street and got run over before I could 
retrieve it. When I submitted my expense report, I put in $15 for my 
umbrella. Naturally the accountant disallowed it. Next time I put in 
an expense report, at the bottom I wrote, "Now find the umbrella!" 

mailto:scottadams@aol.com

