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Go with the Flow
All worthwhile integration is about the facilitation of movement.

Chicago was once a city surrounded by lots of small, independent communities obstinately committed to independence and autonomy.  But the city and its neighbors were faced with a common foe - the water immediately offshore in Lake Michigan was typhus ridden because of sewage runoff.

Chicago, with its deeper tax base and its enterprising engineers, soon thwarted the pollution with a two‑pronged strategy - huge water intakes (called "cribs" by the locals) were built out in the lake beyond the polluted water and, in what many have called one of the engineering wonders of the world, the flow of the Chicago River was reversed sending its pollutants away from the lake.  

Citizens of the city of Chicago soon found themselves benefited by cleaner water.  The neighboring communities could have some too but there was a catch - they had to become part of the city of Chicago.  And so, the city grew quickly by annexing neighbors (along with their tax coffers) thirsty for clean water. 

The Chicagoans weren't the first to build on the basis of water, of course.  The Romans ran aqueducts as far away as Great Britain. They used more than water to hold the empire together; they used roads, legionnaires, law and trade.  Later the Holy Roman Empire added religion to the glue.

The telephone was one of America's most integrating forces.  Radio provided the pervasive linkage that allowed Roosevelt and Churchill to unite their nations during one of their greatest trials.  Then television and the Internet provided for even deeper integration.

When Dwight Eisenhower began to build the expressway system back in the '50s, his motivation was military - he wanted to be able to move large armies quickly across the United States in case of attack.  It's not clear that he ever fully appreciated what these strands of concrete would mean to a nation blessed with cheap gas, affordable cars and new affluence.  As important as Eisenhower's highways was the emergence of metropolitan airports.  Together these two, the automobile and commercial airlines, spelled the end of passenger trains (with the exception of heavily subsidized Amtrak).

These integrating factors, each of them technology dependent, reshaped the way people lived.  They did not, however, radically transform the fundamentals of civilization including trade and commerce, communications, war and defense, spiritualism and meaning, transfer of ideas and knowledge, physical movement, as well as health and welfare.  These are the "great unifiers" around which empires have been built. 

Yet, just as these things held together neighborhoods, cities, nations and empires, they also fueled conflict.  People cooperated to trade, and they fought over trade.  Just as religion built nations, so too did it tear them asunder.  Just as physical movement has invigorated a people, so too has it destabilized them.  Health care in America faces the same paradox.  Just as new knowledge unifies the industry so too does it pull it in different directions.

Freedom of movement is one of the most basic of physical dynamics.  Water always seeks to flow by the most direct and efficient path.  So does wind.  Over time, each clears its own path continuously improving its flow, always moving toward greater economy and speed, always grinding away barriers to freedom of motion.  Even water entrapped in an otherwise turbid pool does not sit still, it evaporates and moves up.  Air moves of its own accord as soon as the temperature rises or falls.  Even the most solid of all objects is, at the level of its molecules, in a state of constant motion.

Without the flexibility and constant transformation implicit in motion, things that are integrated disintegrate.  Motion is the most impervious of all constants.  When Heraclites said that change is the only constant, he knew of what he spoke.

In her book, Leadership and the New Science, Margaret J. Wheatley said this about the need for motion:  "This stream has an impressive ability to adapt, to shift the configurations, to let the power balance move, to create new structures.  But driving this adaptability, making it all happen, I think, is the water's need to flow.  Water answers to gravity, to downhill, to the call of ocean.  The forms change, but the mission remains clear.  Structures emerge, but only as temporary solutions that facilitate rather than interfere.  There is none of the rigid reliance on single forms, on true answers, on past practices that I have learned in business.

"Streams have more than one response to rocks; otherwise, there'd be no Grand Canyon.  Or else Grand Canyons everywhere.  The Colorado realized that there were ways to get ahead other than by staying broad and expansive.

"Organizations lack this kind of faith, faith that they can accomplish their purposes in various ways and that they do best when they focus on direction and vision, letting transient forms emerge and disappear.  We seem fixed on structures; and we build them strong and complex because they must, we believe, hold back the dark forces that are out to destroy us.  It's a hostile world out there, and organizations, or we who create them, survive only because we build crafty and smart - smart enough to defend ourselves from the natural forces of destruction.  Streams have a different relationship with natural forces.  With sparkling confidence they know that their intense yearning for ocean will be fulfilled, that nature creates not only the call, but the answer...We are afraid of what would happen if we let those elements of the organization recombine, reconfigure, or speak truthfully to one another.  We are afraid that things will fall apart."

There are many blockages to integration and flow including:

Politics.  Political barriers are often the most intractable of impediments to movement.  Ironically, internal turf battles, intrigue and organizational sabotage often consume more attention and energy than that directed to external concerns including customers and competitors.

Competition.  Competitive barriers often stand in the path of movement.  Organizations that have long regarded themselves as business foes find it extremely difficult to bury the hatchet even when the benefits of doing so are compelling.  It's often good business to let a competitor do for you what they can do better.  When Apple needed to get its Powerbook notebook computer to market fast, it had Sony build it.  Sheer competitive pride often keeps organizations from learning from each other and working together.

Technology.  Technology can set up formidable obstructions to movement.  The operating system of computers provides an example of this kind of barrier.  AppleTalk and DOS were not compatible and could communicate with each other only after considerable patching and bridging with additional software and hardware.  Likewise, a financial database frequently cannot speak to the customer database in the same organization.  As a result, the two cannot be married into the single database that could yield considerable benefits.

Focus.  One of the more fundamental barriers to meaningful integration, focus represents the area where leaders make (or don't make) their greatest contribution.  Here an executive earns her compensation - deciding where the organization ought to focus its scarce resources - human and financial - and how it will sustain that investment over time.  Focus tells the organization where integration and flow are most important.

Expense.  The resources needed to facilitate and enhance integration can be very expensive.  The return on investment for supporting infrastructure is often difficult or impossible to quantify.  Yet, without sufficient resource allocation, flow cannot be meaningfully improved.

Tendency to self-perpetuate.  Organizations have a much stronger tendency towards coagulation than they do towards flow.  Once established, a function or job is highly motivated toward self‑perpetuation.  Then the organization becomes the chief defender of the status quo.

To move effectively toward integration, the nature of the blockages must be understood (it can be a combination of factors) and a concerted effort made to reduce or remove them.  Like a dredge clearing a channel or an icebreaker cutting through a frozen river, the leader seeking integration must act as a tenacious facilitator of flow remembering that integration is not an end in itself but is instead an agent of flow.

There is a common theme in all integration.  And again it is contained within a paradox.  Integration seeks to create connectedness and with it a higher level of tightness.  Yet, useful integration, in every case, facilitates flow and with it a kind of looseness.  Flow of water.  Flow of goods.  Flow of air.  Flow of data and movement of ideas.  Flow of technology.  Flow of armies.  Flow of capital.  All worthwhile integration is about flow.

The most effective executives, the best managers recognize their role as plumbers.  Their job is to clear out the blockages, straighten the pipes and shorten them wherever possible.  How do they know if they're accomplishing the job?  By measuring what flows out the end (to the customer) using a gauge that monitors three critical factors, the only factors that matter - cost, quality and speed of flow.  What is the cost to move a stream of benefits to the customer?  What is the relative quality of that stream?  And how quickly does it move?  These are the fundamental measures of meaningful integration.  When water came flowing out of a Roman aqueduct or a Chicago pipeline, it was judged by its clarity and its ready availability.  And there was a cost to be paid in the form of tribute and taxes.

This perspective of "executive as plumber" suggests that the job of management is more straightforward than it's often made out to be.  The job of management is to facilitate the flow of a stream of differentiated, ever improving benefits at an ever decreasing cost and with ever increasing speed.

Cost, quality and speed are interdependent.  Improving one improves the other.  Push up quality and you'll find that speed will invariably rise and cost will fall.  If you drive down costs through simplification and standardization, speed will increase and so will quality.  Go faster and learn from each cycle and you'll drive down costs while you drive up quality.

Beyond facilitating movement, leaders have a responsibility to make some judgment about where the flow ought to move.  This is strategy.  The Mississippi has no choice about its destination.  Neither does a falling rock.  An organization, on the other hand, embodies intelligence and the essence of strategy is bringing that intelligence to bear against uncertainty and resistance.  Without uncertainty and resistance, there is no need for strategy.  In business, barriers to movement demand strategy.

Once general direction is set, the object of management becomes profoundly apparent - to remove obstacles to flow in that direction.  Which is not to say that achieving such simplicity is simple.  A leader must also make decisions about the mix of resources to be thrown against barriers to flow.  Indeed, this is the essence of strategic planning - the allocation of scarce resources against your best opportunities.

	3x5 Index Cards

The flow of information and timely, well placed decisions are the earmarks of healthy integration.  If movement is the essence of integration then the operations of the U.S. armed forces and its allies during the first Gulf War stands as one of the most successful integrated undertakings of all time.  Army Lieutenant General William Gus Pagonis emerged as one of the heroes of the Gulf War and did so in an arena often regarded as an unglamorous backwater in the military - logistics. 

Despite the glory that goes to the front line, commanders have long understood that supply lines are fundamental to victory - armies traveling as they do on their stomachs, on fuel and on equipment that runs.  One of Pagonis' best known management techniques was the use of 3 x 5 index cards to move information and decisions.

In an article in the McKinsey Quarterly, Pagonis described the use of these cards by the U.S. Army's 22nd Support Command headed by Pagonis during the Gulf War: "An average of a thousand three-by-five cards get written every day; probably only 60 come to me.  That is because as they come up the chain, every person writes a comment to fix the problem, and, after a certain level, has the authority to take it out of the system because the problem is fixed.  

"The ones that do come to me come for two reasons. One, for information, such as 'We had a problem with the electrical system:  it's been fixed.'  The other, if someone has a problem that needs immediate attention, such as the one I got today from a private complaining that he hadn't had a day off in 45 days, even though the commanders were all saying everyone is getting time off."


Tom Peters and Robert Waterman identified another paradox of integration back in 1982.  They described it as "tight-looseness":  a recognition that the tighter you try to make something, the more likely it is to spin apart - and the looser you try to make something, the less meaningful cohesion it will have.

From where does tightness derive its strength?  Tough accounting systems?  Rigid timelines?  Detailed personnel evaluation systems?  In In Search of Excellence, Peters and Waterman wrote:  "Intriguingly, the focus on the outside, the external perspective, the attention to the customer, is one of the tightest properties of all.  In the excellent companies, it is perhaps the most stringent means of self-discipline.  If one is really paying attention to what the customer is saying, being blown in the wind by the customer's demands, one may be sure he is sailing a tight ship."

Disney World in Florida is an excellent example of integration.  Some of its investments in integration are quite apparent.  Roads, systems, transportation, symbols, imagery and employee training.  Less obvious, but just as important, are some of the things Disney does to ensure flexibility.  It changes opening times for the theme parks based on the number of registrations in area hotels.

One of the variables of greatest importance to Disney and its guests is the size of the family unit (or the group attempting to move through the attraction as a unit).  Here you see a blending of guest cooperation and Disney flexibility.  As guests approach the head of the line, they are asked for the number in their party.  They are then shifted into corrals to queue up to efficiently and fully board the ride.  Simple enough.  Critical to the effectiveness of the Disney system is the hand signals guests soon learn to give Disney workers as they approach the head of the line.  Parents signal the size of their family unit by holding up their fingers.

There is perhaps no better example of loose-tight integration than the Roman Empire as it stood at the time of the Emperor Trajan.  By then, it contained over two million square miles and Rome was connected to the key cities of its empire by 50,000 miles of roads, by Roman laws and by a uniquely decentralized form of governance.  Today's integrators of health care would do well to consider the Roman example.

According to Richard Luecke in his book, Scuttle Your Ships Before Advancing, the Roman Empire consisted of "forty-three provinces peopled by tribes and nationalities that had little in common; the barbarous Belgicas and the cultured Greeks; followers of the Persian cult of Zoroaster and the adherents of Judaism; urban merchants in Alexandria and backward rural Gauls; Christians of many nationalities who had forsaken the polity of this world for the City of God.  Languages and civic customs varied dramatically." Luecke identifies as fundamental to the Roman success, "the Roman tradition of unifying the diverse peoples of the empire with a universal language, a common culture and a set of civic values."  Depending on how you count, the Roman Empire lasted a thousand years and for much of that in relative peace and harmony.

And the people of the Empire were scattered over what were then monumental distances.  Writes Luecke:  "Antioch could be reached only after 124 days on the road and two on the sea.  Governing the mosaic of peoples within these vast spaces, and defending their borders was a challenge more monumental than anything faced by modern international business organizations."

And yet Rome did govern.  In fact, governance was unrivaled then and arguably has been unrivaled since.  In The Roman Empire, M. P. Charlesworth spoke to the marvel of Roman rule of the emperor Augustus:  "Our own war-torn generations can appreciate what this solid Augustan peace meant.  Occasional local outbreaks there might be - a rising in Britain or Gaul - a vendetta in Spain or a Chieftain giving trouble in Africa - but they were mere ripples on a placid surface.  War had vanished from the experience of men."
Historian Richard Haywood agrees:  "To unite the men of the whole empire from Britain to Mesopotamia, and from the Atlas mountains to Hungary under the rule of law and with ideas and ideals which they could all accept was one of the great ideas of all time." 

The emperor, Augustus, upgraded the messenger system that linked Rome with the provinces with relays of chariots.  Peters and Waterman were not the first to discover the value of "managing by walking around."  The Roman Emperor Hadrian was described by one of his contemporaries as a man "who loved not only to govern but also to perambulate the world.  He went around all the provinces on foot outpacing his companions."

Yet, when it comes to integration, one of the most pressing responsibilities of leadership is to create cohesion.  Army historian Brigadier General S.L.A. Marshall interviewed 400 American infantrymen immediately after combat in Europe and the Pacific and concluded that the main motivation for a solider to fight is a sense of psychological unity with other members of his immediate combat unit.  According to William Cohen in The Art of the Leader:  "Cohesion is known in the military as a combat multiplier.  This means that the mere existence of strong cohesion in a unit can multiply the effectiveness of this unit in combat.  Through strong cohesion, a smaller and weaker military force can overcome one that is larger and stronger.

"Many units that fought in Vietnam lacked cohesion.  This was because of the Army's policy of rotating individual men stateside as they completed one year of combat duty.  As a result there was little unit stability as replacements constantly arrived and veterans departed.  The Army could have maintained the cohesion of these units by rotating the entire unit and replacing it with a new one.  This policy contributed to a decrease in unit motivation, discipline, and combat performance."

Teamwork is fundamental to meaningful integration.  Another paradox runs through the whole notion of teamwork.  Almost by definition, a team must be small enough to feel like a team.  Yet, when you get a group small enough to focus on mutually meaningful objectives and operate with a sense of closeness, it becomes increasingly unable to connect itself with the purposes of the larger organization of which it is part.

Intra-organizational conflict often rises in direct relation to the strength of the sense of team that runs through various subgroups within the organization.  Indeed, the level of intra-organizational conflict and competition often (perhaps usually) outstrips conflict and competition focused externally to competitors and others who would do the organization in.

In the Korean War along the Yalu River, units of the U.S. Eighth Army were routed by the Chinese; in the same battle, Marine units cut the Chinese to pieces.  At Pearl Harbor, U.S. Navy fighters got into the air and fought back against the second wave of Japanese planes while the Army's antiaircraft guns sat almost silent and Army fighters remained on the runway wing tip to wing tip.

In 1973, the Israelis suffered defeat as they brought their tanks, air corps and infantry into play under separate command.  Shortly before the 1973 Israeli War, Israeli chief of staff David Elazar had remarked approvingly that "Israel's tankers, paratroopers and airmen share a common faith; each group is convinced it can win the next war without the help of the other…"  (from Military Misfortunes:  The Anatomy of Failure in War by Eliot A. Cohen and John Gooch).  Elazar was to be proved wrong.  What he failed to grasp, like the U.S. Army at the Yalu River and at Pearl Harbor, was the importance of integrated effort - the ability to facilitate movement across political, organizational and functional boundaries.

Only in the first Gulf War did all the American armed forces finally begin to take on a sense of unity - word went out that promotions would depend on the ability to create cross-service integration.  Before that, commanders were defiantly hunkered down in teams that within themselves often demonstrated remarkable levels of unity yet operated in near chaotic fashion when required to work together.

Integration built on the notion of loose-tightness must have at its core a lot of trust.  In a way, there is a strong "federalist flavor" to this notion of loose-tightness.  The federalist path was not without its setbacks - most notably, the American Civil War where the forces in favor of strong central government fought proponents of strong states rights.  The American experience is probably a fitting metaphor for the organizational challenges implicit in the notion of loose-tightness.

In an article in the Harvard Business Review titled "Balancing Corporate Power, a New Federalist Paper," Charles Handy talked about the importance of trust:  "Organizations based on trust have, on occasion, to be ruthless.  If someone can no longer be trusted, he or she cannot be given empty space.  To keep the spirit of subsidiarity intact, those who do not merit trust must go elsewhere, quickly."  What Handy argues for is organizations that enrich individuals by contributing to their experience, learning and growth while at the same time demanding that the individual give emphasis to the "larger and wider loyalty or citizenship always required in Federalism reminding us that St. Augustine once said that the worst of sins was to be 'turned in on oneself.'"

Handy goes on to reflect on the implications of Federalism for organizational structure and authority: "Federalism reverses a lot of traditional management thinking.  In particular, it assumes that most of the energy is out there, away from the center, and down there, away from the top.  Power, in federalist thinking, is redistributed because no one person and no one group can be all-wise, all-knowing, all-competent.  Monarchy is risky; acceptable only in times of crisis... Bureaucracy is stifling.  Better to let 1,000 flowers bloom, even if some of them turn out to be weeds.

"Paradoxically, although federalism wants no all-powerful monarch at its center, it needs strong leaders in its parts.  Choosing those leaders and developing them will always be one of the center's closely-guarded reserve powers.  You cannot, however, make a federation strong and keep it growing just by keeping it small.  The independent bits, be they individuals, clusters, business units, or separate companies have to feel and be part of a greater whole.  Federalism is not simple.  It matches complexity with complexity."

Integration often requires infrastructure.  Infrastructure can be a crapshoot.  Richard Ferris, a former CEO of United Airlines, attempted to build an integrated travel company that included under one organizational roof a car rental company (Hertz), a hotel company (Westin) and, of course, an airline (United).  His intent was to create integration that would allow business travelers to easily buy a United ticket, reserve a Westin hotel and reserve a Hertz rental car.  Not only that, but United passengers would be able to pick up and check their baggage when they rented and returned their car.  Stockholders grew impatient with Ferris and his plan.  He left his position and a huge investment was unraveled.

Yet, similar investments in integration paid off big for Disney.  Indeed, investment decisions around integration infrastructure may be some of the most important decisions executives must make.  The wrong decision can send the organization down an expensive blind alley.  No decision or a slow decision can leave the organization hopelessly fragmented.  The right decision can deliver years of sustained competitive advantage.

Not all integration investments are in hard technology.  McDonald's strongest advantage lay in its integrated approach to production of fast food.  Much more important than Toyota's investment in robotics was the development of its integrated work processes and the continuous refinement of the Toyota production system.

Central to the longevity of the returns on investments in integration infrastructure are flexibility and abandonment.  Once more, paradox rears its head.  The infrastructure you build to support integration must be tight and at the same time capable of flexing and evolving.  And just as leadership must be steadfast in creating the infrastructure for integration, so must it be willing to move away from that infrastructure to a new one.

The airlines' hub-and-spoke systems allowed them to dominate markets and improve their efficiency.  Yet these same investments in integrated logistics created massive bottlenecks when they broke down due to malfunctioning aircraft or bad weather.  They also created monopoly mentalities in major hub cities like Chicago, Dallas, Minneapolis/St. Paul, Atlanta and Charlotte.  Perhaps most importantly, through their inherent rigidity, they created fertile ground for competitors who did not have the same level of investments in integrated infrastructure.  Southwest Airlines, demonstrating agility and flexibility, walked all over bigger competitors by focusing on non-hub cities and keeping its investments in centralized logistics low.

Maintaining integration means you must constantly consume yourself. Infrastructure must be assembled and disassembled almost simultaneously.  Old organization structures must be in a continuous state of cannibalization.  How is this possible?  By focusing organization design and infrastructure decisions at the level of the work to be done.  It requires throwing away the organization chart and letting line managers continuously restructure themselves in response to shifting customer needs and evolving organizational capabilities.

In examining their own systems and processes, hospitals as well as physician group practices will find that they have five basic flows:

· patient flow

· information flow

· knowledge flow

· work force flow

· supply and technology flow

The challenge is to bring these things together at the right time, the right place and in the right amount.  Again, the measures of these flows must be cost, quality, and speed.  Each of these measures are composites of sub factors.  (For example, quality is a consequence of such factors as clinical outcomes, service excellence and safety.)

An effective integration infrastructure will improve the flow of these five processes.  There is one additional process and that's "compassion flow."  Surely the success of the patient's involvement with any caregiver or caregiving organization is shaped by this flow.  The approach for engendering it is straightforward.  To ensure compassion, demonstrate it.  Expect it.  Hire for it.  Fire for it.

Integration in any industry or field of endeavor is a formidable challenge.  It is a balancing act filled with confounding paradoxes.  It requires both resolution and flexibility to succeed.  Integration is not a financial transaction.  More than anything, it is a state of mind.
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