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Cross

Just Do It
If a man thinks he can do a thing, or that he can’t, he’s right. Henry Ford

What humans can't engineer, evolution can.  Kevin Kelly

Focus on opportunities rather than problems. Problem solving prevents 
damage, but exploiting opportunities produces results. Exploit change as 
an opportunity, and don’t view it as a threat.  Peter Drucker 

When I examine myself and my methods of thought, I come to the 
conclusion that the gift of fantasy has meant more to me than my talent for 
absorbing positive knowledge. Einstein 

It’s time for less push and more pull, less-top down and more bottom-up, and less 
going through the motions and more creating. 
     How was God able to create the universe in six days? He didn’t have an 
installed base. 
     You, however, are not starting from scratch. Your organization has routines, 
sacred cows, information hoarders, in-house politicians, rules of thumb, and 
paradigm drag. Of necessity, you will right the balance of formal and informal 
incrementally. Let’s begin by examining roadway engineering in the Netherlands.

Traffic in the Netherlands

Hans Monderman is a Dutch traffic engineer gaining fame for what he doesn’t do. 
Monderman does not like traffic signs. Over-engineering drains things of context. 
Civic responsibility fades away. Reckless driving ensues. People get hurt.



     Monderman was asked to design a bike path for a village. 2,500 children a 
day would ride on the path. Following his standard routine, he invited the village 
elders for a walk in another village. There they saw a road with no speed bumps 
and no chicanes. The lack of signs and obstacles made drivers take 
responsibility for their actions. Drivers immediately reduced their speed by 10% 
when alongside the bike path. Eventually, their speed dropped to 50% of what it 
had been originally, and there it stayed. 
     Monderman has worked his magic in more than a hundred Dutch 
communities. He uproots signs. He clears barriers so drivers can easily see 
pedestrians. Traffic accidents in Holland are 30% of what they were when he 
began. 
     Remove the center line from a country lane; people drive more safely. Clutter 
a road with signs and barriers, and people feel sufficiently protected to drive as 
fast as they like. Traffic signs indicate a failure of a road’s architecture to 
communicate context naturally. Hand a traffic engineer a village, and he’ll make it 
a speedway. Vrrooom, vrrooom.
     Imagine a jazz band making its way across a modern city. Are they strolling 
along calmly, talking about their next gig? No, they look more like a military 
platoon making an escape through enemy territory. Cars, buses, and trucks are 
the enemy. The city was engineered for them, not pedestrians. Is this any way to 
live?
     Monderman says that if you treat people like fools, they act like fools. Take off 
the training wheels; they drive like grownups.
     Being told to take a training course is like driving on a road with signs, stripes, 
and bumps. If a worker takes a training course but doesn’t learn, what’s her 
reaction? “The training wasn’t any good.” 
     Instead of training, what if you tell the worker what she needs to know how to 
accomplish the job? Offer a variety of ways to get up to speed, from treasure 
hunts to finding information on the company intranet. This makes the learner take 
responsibility. There’s no longer an excuse for not learning. 
     Open up a training course at your company. How many inane signs do you 
see? Some of them are equivalent to saying, “Here, let me connect the dots for 
you.” No! People want to connect the dots for themselves! That’s the point. 
     To make someone a trusted, loyal employee, you treat them with trust and 
respect. If you want a worker to be self-motivated and exercise good judgment, 
you give them a challenge and the authority to carry it out. Failing to do these 
things is why most workers give at best 20% of their energy into their work.

No More Training

An astute VP at LSI Logic was concerned with the meager results of the 
company's classroom training. He wanted LSI to focus more on building 
competencies and less on training events. Workers at LSI had been happy to 
pick and choose traditional training from a buffet of offerings. Taking away their 
choices would require extreme measures.



LSI shut down its training department. Cold turkey. Focus shifted from training to 
talent management. A talent management steering committee representing the 
Vice Presidents from each major function was formed and backed the plan. 
In place of training, LSI put online development plans in place. Employees work 
with their managers to determine what competencies they must master. They 
agree on a path to get there: on-the-job learning, coaching, books, and other 
means. 
     Nearly four years later, LSI is letting some training creep back in. Compliance 
and certification had never really gone away. A new CEO favors management 
development workshops. Training is allowed, but other development options are 
encouraged first.
     I am not advocating the dissolution of training departments. Withdrawal is not 
pleasant. I am in favor of dumping the term trainee. In a knowledge society, 
learning is the work and the work is learning. There is no separate reality in a 
classroom outside of the workplace. 

Creating the Learnscape

Developing a platform to support informal learning is analogous to landscaping a 
garden. A major component of informal learning is natural learning, the notion of 
treating people as organisms in nature. The people are free-range learners. Our 
role is to protect their environment, provide nutrients for growth, and let nature 
take its course. Self-service learners are connected to one another, to ongoing 
flows of information and work, to their teams and organizations, to their 
customers and markets, not to mention their families and friends. We can 
improve their connections and nurture their growth but we cannot control them or 
force them to live.
     A landscape designer’s goal is to conceptualize a harmonious, unified, 
pleasing garden that makes the most of the site at hand. A learnscape designer’s 
goal is to create a learning environment that increases the organization’s 
longevity and health, and the individual’s happiness and well-being.
     Gardeners don’t control plants; managers don’t control people. Gardeners 
and managers have influence but not absolute authority. They can’t make a plant 
fit into the landscape or a person fit into a team.
     The late Peter Henschel, former head of the Institute for Research on 
Learning, said that “The manager’s core work in this new economy is to create 
and support a work environment that nurtures continuous learning. Doing this 
well moves us closer to having an advantage in the never-ending search for 
talent.” How else could it be? Neither nature nor the workplace will cooperate by 
going into suspended animation so we can tweak the details without things 
changing all the time. Everything flows. You go with the flow or you are out of it. 
Every learnscape has a history and a future, but the present is a moving target. 

Learning Oversight

Talent is scarce, and competency is a competitive weapon. Corporate learning is 



now on the executive agenda. Informal learning will be soon. The focus of the 
learning function is moving from training and certification to all facets of learning, 
including collaboration, knowledge management, and support of communities. 
     Governance, assigning enterprise-level accountability for learning is vital. 
Unless you are blessed with a rare, sensitive executive management team, you 
must address governance or scrap plans of getting the benefits you’ve been 
reading about. And as I said early on in our time together, informal learning is too 
important to leave to chance. Or the training department.
     A superlative training department is not enough to manage learning 
strategically. Learning warrants a long-term approach, multi-year investment, and 
strategic management. Effective governance requires senior-level buy-in, 
support, and participation. Major firms are chartering learning governance 
bodies, sometimes called Learning Councils, to:

• Drive organizational and cultural transformation 
• Build knowledge to support innovation and growth
• Sponsor non-training aspects of informal learning 
• Nurture the leadership to create a learning culture

Best practice is to establish a governance structure to define the rules, 
processes, metrics, and organizational constructs needed for effective planning, 
decision-making, steering, and control of learning to achieve business goals. 
Ideally, a senior executive will establish and empower a learning council to:

• Put an enterprise learning strategy in place
• Insure that the learning strategy supports the business strategy 
• Cascade strategy and goals down into the enterprise 
• Provide organizational structures that facilitate implementation 

The evolution of learning governance is accompanied by concurrent changes in 
budget, time horizon, focus, tactics, and other dimensions. Just as some children 
walk before others but learn to read behind the pack, these dimensions of 
change don’t move together in lockstep. The organization’s strategy, current 
situation, recent history, internal rhythm, degree of collegiality, and management 
flexibility accelerate or retard the rate of change. 
     Some organizations create governing bodies at the enterprise level, mini-
boards if you will, to coordinate investments in support of enterprise objectives.  
     Centralized organizations envy the freedom and flexibility of their 
decentralized cousins; decentralized organizations covet the efficiency and calm 
of a group that has things under control.  In time, most organizations reach a 
state of equilibrium.
     Governance organizations accommodate the tension through federation. 
Important business units represent their constituencies in the Learning Council. 
The Chief Learning Officer promotes what’s good for the whole organization, 
backed up by the senior management member of the Council. Services are 
shared to realize enterprise efficiencies and to lessen the risk of each line of 



business reinventing the wheel. Equally important is what’s not shared. Business 
units continue to manage local issues. They know what their customers and 
people need, and the learning council must not usurp their responsibilities in 
these areas. 
     No two learning councils look alike. Some are tightly centralized; others are 
loose federations. How the council operates and makes decisions is heavily 
influenced by the parent organization’s culture, values, and history: its DNA. The 
maturity of existing training, knowledge management, communications 
structures, and technical infrastructure will determine whether council members 
act as missionaries, pioneers, or nurturers. Tackling major changes requires a 
resilient, tightly-knit learning council.   
 
AVOID THE PITFALLS

The pace of modern life far exceeds the speed of the healthy, natural world of 
which we are a part. Racing through life makes the experience of living more 
difficult, confusing, and meaningless. Our culture lauds rugged individualism, as 
if to deny that people are social creatures who cannot survive outside of 
communities.
     Business can no longer throw things away, for “away” is now here. Business 
that is not aligned with its environment is doomed to early extinction. 
     Natural learning requires an attitude of surrender and acceptance. Informal 
learning is unbounded. It enables us to find a voice to take its place alongside 
other parts of who we are as humans. We need all of who we are, to be fully 
engaged, outside and with inner realms to meld with larger wisdom in the world. 

FREEDOM!

Western cultural views of how best to organize and lead (now the methods 
most used in the world) are contrary to what life teaches. Leaders use 
control and imposition rather than participative, self-organizing processes. 
They react to uncertainty and chaos by tightening already feeble controls, 
rather than engaging people's best capacities to learn and adapt. 
Margaret Wheatley

Civilization evolves. Early peoples believed they were controlled by gods. They 
had no say in what happened to them. Eons later, people felt they were born to 
their station in life. Once a serf, always a serf. If your father was a blacksmith, 
most likely his father was a blacksmith, and you were going to be a blacksmith, 
too. (Your name was probably Smith.) God could change things, but God was 
only accessible through a layer of priests. Throughout most of human history, a 
person has been only a pawn in someone else's game. Royalty, nobles, gods, 
and priests made the rules.



Some people refused to play the game. Buddhists strived to escape to a higher 
game, by looking at this lifetime as but one move in a larger game where you live 
many lives. Gurus drop out of the game during their lifetime by reaching nirvana, 
which involves an entirely new set of rules. Artists, criminals, revolutionaries, and 
other free spirits rebel against the game or simply didn't understand the rules.

These are game-changing times. In the new game that began to evolve when the 
printing press accelerated the sharing of ideas, individuals decide for themselves 
the degree to which they play the game or let themselves be played. Opportunity 
abounds as more and more people become players.

Play is what Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer calls Mindfulness (Langer, 1990). 
To be mindful is to be aware, to look at the world through multiple perspectives, 
and to take responsibility for one's decisions, i.e. to be a player. We all know 
people who haven't made this leap; they see themselves as victims and pawns. 
Langer calls these people mindless.

You're going to spend your entire life learning so you might as well get good at it. 
Embracing mindfulness is your first step. You'll need to be flexible, to look at 
things through different lenses, to reflect on what you see, to try new things, to 
run thought experiments, and to pay attention. A mindful person often cuts off the 
mindless auto-pilot of aimless living to follow Nietzsche’s advice to "Become who 
you are!"

This morning, there's nothing on my calendar. Busybody that I am, I can use the 
time to mindlessly work items off of my to-do list. Or I can mindfully start by 
reflecting on how I'd like to feel at the end of the day. The mindful approach 
leaves room for new ideas, but the to-do list confines me to old stuff. Naturally, 
I’m going to try to face the day mindfully. 
     One Fortune 100 company counsels its executives to meditate for 15 minutes 
before entering an important meeting. Of course. Why would anyone risk wasting 
hours in a suboptimal meeting by failing to get their act together before facing the 
situation?
     Almost everyone I know well has a learning disorder; that’s what drew them to 
helping people learn. The enlightened among them see their “disorders” as an 
advantage. If society lacked deviants and rabble-rousers, progress would come 
to a standstill.

Work = Learning | Learning = Work

As work and learning become one, good learning and good work become 
synonymous. I didn’t want to tell you this early on because you might not have 
decided to buy the book, but many workers will never be good informal learners 
because they do not enjoy their jobs.
     Half of all American workers lack the motivation to improve their work. Four in 
ten cannot work collaboratively with fellow employees. (Goleman, 1998). Polls 



tell us that 17% of the American workforce is actively disengaged from work; they 
are there physically but left their minds behind. Stress at work is commonplace. 
What’s worse, many people don’t enjoy their lives. 
     Unhappy people are more likely to miss work, get sick, bum out co-workers, 
cause accidents, botch deals, and get into fights than their happy counterparts. 
Motivational speaker Lance Secretan says we don’t need to be motivated to 
work; we need to be inspired to do so. After hearing Lance speak last year, I 
wrote down my calling. It makes my work more personally rewarding: “I am 
dedicated to helping people become more effective in their work and happy in 
their lives. I try to change the world by helping people learn. My calling is to 
spread the adoption of practical ideas through writing, speaking, teaching, and 
selling ideas.”
     Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s first book, Flow, describes the routine of an elderly 
woman in a remote location in the mountains of northwest Italy. From dawn until 
dusk she does her daily chores, things like carrying water and firewood for miles, 
that many people today would consider cruel and unusual punishment. Was she 
complaining? Quite the opposite. Living up to her potential and expectations was 
utterly fulfilling.
     You can’t have good informal learning without good working conditions. You 
won’t have good working conditions without good learning. Neither of these 
things happens on its own. Both take leaders who care.

LESSONS OF EXPERIENCE

Keep it simple. Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication.

Guess what server software dominates the internet. Microsoft? IBM? Sun? No, 
more than 70% of the web servers in the world run Apache. Apache is bundled 
with IBM WebSphere, Oracle, Novell NetWare, and Mac OSX. Apache supports 
24 million real-time websites.

Want to buy stock in this software goldmine? You can’t. There is no Apache 
Corporation. There are no employees, never have been. The entire operation 
sprouted ten years ago from the work of eight volunteers.
     In a Berkeley coffee shop, I asked Brian Behlendorf, the original leader of this 
pack, the secrets of mounting and maintaining a project of this scope. He told 
me:

• Be humble. When the Java community of Apache became toxic, it was 
disbanded.

• Be transparent. Make decisions in the group. Keep the decision-making 
process open to all. (You can still read every original Apache email on the 
web.)

• Think of the user community. Set up self-correcting mechanisms to 
address any potential Tragedy of the Commons situations. (Spam has 



ruined email. IM and VoIP are next in line.)
• Look for passionate people. Fred Brooks says a top programmer 

outperforms a mediocre one by two orders of magnitude.
• Communications skills are vital. These should be taught in school.

Training? Everyone on the Apache team was self-taught. They read the online 
documentation. They explored. Linguistics majors were natural programmers. 
People learn Apache through observation and osmosis. They lurk. They watch 
how others respond to challenges. They incorporate other people's ideas in their 
work with grace. 
     It is amazing what people can accomplish once you clear the organizational 
barriers and bureaucratic claptrap from their lives.

Do the possible

The serenity prayer repeated at meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous offers great 
advice: Grant me the courage to change the things I can, to accept the things I 
can’t, and the wisdom to know the difference. 
     You cannot boil the ocean. You cannot change tomorrow’s weather. You can’t 
force people to learn. You can’t accomplish anything single-handedly. You can’t 
slow the pace of progress. You can’t avoid surprise. 
     Thirty years ago, a couple of San Francisco doctors wrote a best seller called 
Type A Behavior and Your Heart that theorized that stress was the result of 
unmet expectations. The first evening’s assignment for people attending their 
workshop was to try to cross the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge at the height 
of rush hour without losing their cool. Anyone who swore or honked at other 
drivers or became angry had to do it over.
     In time, people realized they do not control the traffic or their organizations. 
Frustration when reality is not what you’d like it to be saps the strength you need 
to deal with things you can change. It burns you out. I chuckle to myself when I 
get on the Bay Bridge in heavy traffic. I expect it. I’ve learned the lesson.
     Here are a few other things I’ve learned: Everything flows. All things are 
relative. People are good. The old ways are dying. Nothing is certain. Nature 
knows best. Control is an illusion. Don’t sweat the small stuff. Shit happens. Live 
with it. Enjoy the ride.

Envision Opportunity

I’ve written a lot about letting things happen, getting out of the way, and taking 
control by giving control. That doesn’t mean I lack for purpose. The reason I talk 
of landscape architecture or cultivating crops is that they are not accidental. The 
gardener or farmer begins with a concept of where his or her efforts are intended 
to lead. 
     “Increasing sales” or “achieving ISO 9000 certification” is not visionary. 
There’s no “there” there. Rarely is a vision the laudatory paragraphs from the 
CEO in the front of the company’s annual report to shareholders. 



     Remember when we saw National Semiconductor create a vision? They 
played on their strengths. They talked it through. They cascaded the message 
throughout the organization, with each layer exploring its individual part. When 
they finished the first cycle, everyone knew what the company was trying to 
achieve and understood their part in it. The next year, they did the entire cycle 
again, factoring in the previous year’s experience. And the year after, National 
Semi did it once more. Now, that’s a vision. 
     Dr. David Cooperrider (2004) and his associates at Bowling Green University 
have been achieving great results with a visioning process called Appreciative 
Inquiry. There’s plenty of information on the web about it, so I’ll just highlight a 
few aspects here. 
     Don’t start with problems. Beginning with problems starts you off on the wrong 
path. You may solve the problem – and miss a fantastic opportunity that was 
yours for the taking. I used to think of myself as a problem-solver. David has 
convinced me it’s better to be an opportunity-seeker.

Involve the entire organization. Everyone. The goal is not to come out with a 
jazzy-sounding statement for the venture capitalists and the public relations 
department. This vision impacts people’s lives. It must be co-created. All must 
take ownership. This is the direct opposite of the Strategic Planning Departments 
of yesteryear, where a small cadre of inexperienced whiz-kids would play word 
games until they had a “strategy.” 

Start at the bottom. Use paired interviews to warm to conversation. Encourage 
people to tell stories that show us in our best light. Identify successes. Then, 
swapping partners as if this were a square dance, explore “What is the world 
asking us to do?”

Build on what we discover and what gives us joy. Groups intermingle. If there are 
our dreams, how do we shape our organization to fulfill them? We’re still half in 
dreamland, so it’s okay to explore stretch goals and off-the-wall proposals. 

What would our organization look like if it were designed in every way possible to 
maximize the qualities of the positive core and enable the accelerated realization 
of our dreams?
     I know, you’re thinking this sounds like the latest incarnation of EST or some 
cult. Appreciative Inquiry is a little too touchy-feely and revealing for some 
people. However, the U.S. Navy, not known for being a bunch of softies, sings its 
praises. An administrator at the Monterey Institute told me amazing tales of 
admirals having honest dialog with ordinary seamen. 
     Lately, Soren Kaplan’s Icohere Group has been facilitating the Appreciative 
Inquiry process remotely, which not only saves on travel costs but also opens the 
door to rapid-turnaround of results.

Culture matters



Wait a second, we can't just keep throwing boxes over this wall, without 
going over the wall and helping our clients implement and make it all work.
Lou Gerstner

Lou Gerstner took over a thoroughly demoralized IBM that was weeks from 
bankruptcy and turned it around. Gerstner, a star consultant at McKinsey and 
successful leader of American Express, knew every trick in the bag: finance, 
marketing, product development, and many more. He attributes IBM’s amazing 
turnaround to one element: culture.
     A creative knowledge society is built on different foundations than a corporate 
bulwark of the past era. An adaptive, creative culture runs on:

o Trust
o Challenge
o Self-direction
o Relevance
o Immersion
o Passion
o Talents

The theme of trust runs through all of the literature of collaboration, community 
building, Appreciative Inquiry, and e-relationships. When a network is vital, you 
need to have confidence in what’s coming at you through the inbound pipe. 
Otherwise, garbage obscures what’s meaningful; noise drives out signal; evil 
triumphs over good. 
     The most exciting and revolutionary business book of the late twentieth 
century is on the web. It’s The Cluetrain Manifesto. (Locke, 2000) The clue is that 
the internet enables person-to-person conversation, and everyone is the wiser for 
it.

These markets are conversations. Their members communicate in language that 
is natural, open, honest, direct, funny and often shocking. Whether explaining or 
complaining, joking or serious, the human voice is unmistakably genuine. It can't 
be faked.  

There are no secrets. The networked market knows more than companies do 
about their own products. And whether the news is good or bad, they tell 
everyone.

Companies need to lighten up and take themselves less seriously. They need to 
get a sense of humor. Getting a sense of humor does not mean putting some 
jokes on the corporate web site. Rather, it requires big values, a little humility, 
straight talk, and a genuine point of view.



Remember how Pfizer’s Courageous Conversations program empowered people 
to get through the emotional smokescreen to the heart of the issue?
     Recently I met with a group where every party seemed to have a hidden 
agenda. Someone would say something in public, only to laugh it off in private. 
All decisions were made behind closed doors. People in one sector considered 
people in another sector sneaky and double-dealing. It was if no one were 
presenting their authentic selves. “I’ll have my puppets talk to your puppets.” 
     Don Tosti, one of the pioneers of instructional design,  told me of one 
organization where employees didn’t feel their managers were being open with 
them. He gave the managers cards to hand to employees. Each card read “In the 
spirit of openness… I feel free to raise any issue or concern, and expect a 
considered response from you.” When an employee felt misled, she would “play 
her card.” Simple means of making things explicit like this puts them behind you.
A Look in the Mirror
How well do the statements below describe your organization? How do you think 
your managers would respond? And your workers? 

• Most of us are clear about our company’s strategic direction for the year.
• My team often talks about the trends and forces that drive our business.
• People in our company are not learning and growing fast enough to keep 

up with the needs of our business
• People understand how their work is linked to the overall performance of 

the organization. 
• People here are encouraged to experiment with new ways of doing things.
• Relationships between departments here are cooperative and effective. 
• People here are more likely to hoard information than to share it.
• I have a mentor at work, someone I can go to for advice in gray areas.
• People here are encouraged to network outside of the company in order to 

grow professionally.
• Our partners/distributors are well-informed.

Fifty companies answered these questions as part of the research for this book, 
but how a small, non-random sample of companies saw themselves is 
unimportant. (I’ll post their responses at informL.com.) 
     What matters is where you feel your organization stands. 

Your Turn  

This book has told the stories of how more than a dozen firms are applying 
informal learning to:

• Increase sales by Google-izing product knowledge
• Improve knowledge worker productivity 20% - 30%
• Transform an organization from near-bankruptcy to record profits
• Generate fresh ideas and increase innovation
• Help workers learn to learn for sustainable competitive advantage
• Improve your own learning and communications skills.



• Reduce stress, absenteeism, and healthcare costs
• Unlock worker potential to “be all that you can be”
• Investing development resources where they will have the most impact
• Increase professionalism and professional growth
• Cut costs and improve responsiveness with self-service learning
• Improve morale and reduce turnover
• Keep pace with rapid technological change
• Replace training programs with learning platforms

Do you want to join them? If not now, when?

One More Thing

In the 1920s, Russian psychology student Bluma Zeigarnik watched a waiter 
taking orders in a coffeehouse across the street from the University of Berlin. The 
waiter could remember elaborate orders in his head but when the bill was paid, 
the orders vanished from memory. Zeigarnik hypothesized that people remember 
things that are unfinished because their minds are tense while awaiting closure. 
Ultimately Zeigarnik proved that people remember unfinished tasks about twice 
as well as completed ones.
     Thus, if an instructor wants students to remember a presentation, she will end 
the class in mid-sentence, before drawing a final conclusion. When you put a 
book down, take a break in mid-chapter, not at a more natural stopping point. If 
you want to keep something actively in mind, don’t close it out. Let it hang. 
     I don’t want to deny you the pleasure of making it to the end of the book, so I’ll 
stop here, but this is not the end of the story of informal learning. The tale 
continues on the web. Find out what’s new. Rejoin me at http://informL.com. 

http://informL.com
http://informL.com
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