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USING THE METHODS OF
FERNANDO FLORES

An interview of Jack Reilly by David Walden

Jack Reilly spent several decades with IBM where he served in a vari-
ety of senior management positions. Since retirement from IBM, he
has continued his study of the methods of Fernando Flores and has
advised other people on how to make use of the methods. He present-
ly is leading Parlance Inc., a high tech start-up working at the intersec-
tion of computers and telephony. This interview took place in
Parlance’s quarters at 220 Boston Ave., Medford, Massachusetts in
early April of 1997. The information in the sidebars also primarily
comes from Jack Reilly's own words—from a presentation he made to
about a dozen people from the CQM and CQM member companies,
in March of 1995. The interviewer, David Walden, is Chairman of

the Editorial Board of the CQM Journal.

Q: What was your initial introduction to the methods of Fernando
Flores? What problem were you trying to solve?

Mr. Reilly: The methods of Fernando Flores initially got my attention

as a new approach to process. In IBM | was the owner of 3 or 4

major company processes, and the lead process person in the company
directed me to a new approach to process from Fernando Flores. |

was intrigued, and wanted to know about the source of the new

ideas. As it happened, a critical business issue was being discussed
within IBM at the time, and | had the assignment to digest the key
issues and bring them to the Corporate Strategy Council. | decided to
get some expert help, and one of the people | asked to help was
Fernando Flores. He came to a meeting and made some provocative

statements that got my attention.

| had another conversation with Flores, and he told me that he was
not selling a methodology; he described it as closer to an
ontology—a way of being. | asked Flores how he got his ideas
across to people. He began to tell me about listening and about con-
versations for action. And this led to a seminar within IBM where

he could introduce his ideas to about 20 people. This is how | really
got started with Flores.
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| was intrigued by the potential
for a new definition of

“work.” Over the 30 years |
had been with IBM, the nature
of work had changed dramati-
cally. Initially we mostly
thought of work as involving
physical effort modifying mater-
ial things and producing prod-

ucts. By the late 1980s, a major

part of work had to do with con-
cepts, ideas, and endowing intel
lectual content to things; and
this was far different from the
earlier definition of work. This
new type of work didn't lend
itself to the recording and sum-
marization that had been possi-
ble with the earlier form of work
in the 1950s and 1960s, that
enabled computer technology to
track and account for work.

| don’t know who | first heard
call Flores’ 4-stage cycle for
coordinating effort the “atom

of work.” [see sidebar on right
for a description of the atom of
work]. However, the idea of
the atom of work as an
exchange between a performer
and customer, in which a task
is agreed to, carried out, and
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The Atom of Work

In conversation for action, there are always two players—a customer and
a provider. These are shown on the left and right side of the following
figure, which is known as the atom of work.*

Atom of Work

request/offer

1. Preparation
(context setting)

2. Negotiation
(assessments
of value)

commitment
Provider

customer concerns

o

Customer

assessment

R . rovider concerns
of satisfaction P

3. Performance

4. Assessment

declaration
of completion

To begin the atom of work cycle, in the upper left quadrant the provider
makes an offer or the customer makes a request. Requests always
include a "for sake of" statement. A "for sake of" statement explains
something about why this request is being made; it provides context.

In the upper right quadrant, the provider agrees to the customer’s request
or the customer agrees to the provider’s offer. In this quadrant the cus-

satisfaction assessed, seemed titomer will assess the value of what the provider will provide. There are

me to provide a definition of the
new form of work that would
lend itself to recording—some-
thing that could be kept track of
using computer technology.

In the seminar, | learned what
it means to make a request or
to make an offer, and how to
define a business [see the
answer to the last question of
the interview for this definition].
| also learned how much we
live in our own heads, having
pre-dispositions to how we

will see things, aren’t open-
minded, and so forth. | experi-

16 SPRING 1997

different types of value that are considered, e.g., symbolic value, prag-
matic value, financial value, environmental value, etc. These assess-
ments are based on the concerns of the customer, which are shown in the
center of the figure. There can be an agreement if there is an intersec-
tion of customer and provider concerns. Once agreement is reached,
there is a commitment, shown at the right middle of the figure. The
commitment includes the conditions of satisfaction, which always
includes the time of completion: without a completion time, you have a
speculation of something that might be done, but you don’t have a com-
mitment. There often is negotiation back and forth between the initial
request and the final request and commitment.

In the right bottom quadrant, the provider performs on the commitment
and declares completion.

In the left bottom quadrant, the customer assesses satisfaction with the
performance and states whether or not they are satisfied.
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A breakdown is declared by either enced Flores’ coaching myself,
party in this atom of work cycle  and later | talked with Hubert
when they conclude that for some Dreyfus at UC Berkeley and
reason the promise can't be kept. Terry Winograd at Stanford who

Of course, there may be lots of  3ve worked closely with
interim discussion and efforts to Flores.

compensate among lots of differ-
ent people before a breakdown is
declared. Once a breakdown is
declared, there also needs to be a
declaration of what actions need

to be taken and someone has to bgustomers, apd I thOUth .the
found to take responsibility for ~ PEOPI€ reengineering business

correcting the breakdown. processes were another target fo
Breakdowns are opportunities to  these methods. Therefore, |
improve. Correcting one break- formed a team of eight people
down may cause a breakdown in Who got training in Flores’

some other process. methods.

| thought the sales force was the
ideal target for these methods—
to teach them how to listen to

In the atom of work cycle, if one
reneges on a commitment, one
must do three things:

Initially 1 had thought that what
we learned in this area could
result in great use of computer
power, but that thought faded to
the background. The principle
idea for me became understand-
ing what it means to enter into a
conversation for action and to
respect the point of view of the
other party. People intuitively
understand this, but they don't
really understand how important
the person must apologize (and It is to really agree on the condi-
explain the problem), offer com-  tions of satisfaction and to com-
pensation for the inconvenience ofplete the transaction by declar-
the people who were there to lis- ing satisfaction or dissatisfac-
ten to the speech, and then indi- tion.

cate willingness to hear a request

for replacement service. Thisis Q: You mean something more
done for the sake of maintaining than just the supplier trying to

the customer relationship. If one ynderstand what the customer
doesn't care about the customer \yants.

relationship, then perhaps one
doesn’t have to do any of this. Of ), Reilly: Yes. That the two

course, in thi.s case, the perso_n’s parties really understand what
reputation might suffer a blemish iy \axe each other satisfied
that affects other customers. So, . .

with the transaction.

one really does all this to
maintain a number of customer
relationships.

® apologize

® offer compensation for the
inconvenience, etc. caused
by the broken promise

® Dbe open to a new request

For instance, if someone (perhaps
unavoidably) fails to keep a
promised speaking engagement,

I've also learned that trust is
only earned through action.
Without trust, you're not likely

to get an honest expression from
people.

*Qther names are often used for atom
of work, e.g., workflow, loop, 4-phase
cycle of work, and molecule of work.
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Q: What is the essence of these

methods?

Mr. Reilly: It starts with the
motivation of the individual—

for instance, what your motiva-
tion is for holding this interview.
These motivations get tested in
the interchange the parties have.

Next, people have to understand
[he difference between assess-
ment and assertion [see sidebar
p.17]. People often operate on
the basis of assessments that
they treat as if they were asser-
tions. It's not wrong to hold a
set of assessments. However, it
is wrong to treat these assess-
ments as if they are the facts of
the situation. It's important to
get people to understand that
there are few hard assertions in
business—most action takes
place against assessments.

This brings us to listening. We
need to ask ourselves why the
other person is saying what they
are saying.

People's minds are a combina-
tion of what they were born with
and their own life experience.
This to some extent programs
how people see things and
respond. People operate by rec-
ognizing patterns; and then
because they have become
quite expert within applying
their own “program,” they
respond in ways based on his-
torical conditioning and many
times are blind to the other pos-
sibilities.

People are mostly operating on
the assessments that they hold
(no assertions); and then they
say things, and they would

like these things we say to be
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Assertions and real. This reminds me of a say- factors issues were critical, so
Assessments ing, “If you want trouble, sur- | asked the three people

round yourself with people who responsible for these areas first
An assertion is defined to be see things the same way you  to work on a common set of
something one is willing to do.” (Notice that we listen dif- assumptions. This revealed the
prove. Assertions live in the ferently to people we don't concerns of each person. |

EEEE TIEL S [ 012 Pt - know; in this case we ask our- asked these three people to
e a_md thergfore EITENES C@Nselves about their motives for agree and propose a schedule
be provided for it. An assess- ) .

ment* is a view that is held but ~ S&Ying what they do.) by thg next morning, and they
can’t be proved; assessments tend. . . gave it .to me thgn, although
to be made to address future con- It IS Very important to be aware they said they didn't really need
cerns, for instance, "I think so- of the concerns one has becausdo wait until morning. These
and-so has the capabilities to do this drives how one reacts. We three individuals reported back
the upcoming job." We make need to understand this for to the rest of the team members
assessments for the sake of actioreffective teamwork; we need to who were surprised that agree-
to be taken. Most of us talk in  understand the individual con- ment on a schedule had come

assessments as if they were assecerns of people on the team. about through the revelation of
tions—we speak in terms of judg- When there are two people sit- assumptions and concerns, and
ments as if they were facts.* ting across a table from each  hadn’t required politics.

other, it can be a very complex
There is another key "speech  sjtuation. The context of the ~ To summarize:
act'—a declaration. When one  moment will drive the situation.
makes a declaration, the issue is 1) | get people to state their
whether others accept the decla- . How do you apply these ~ assumptions. Perhaps | will

ration or not. Successful declara- methods in your organization?  state my own assumptions first.
tions require a constituency to

follow. Good leadership has to
do with declaring into the con-
cerns of the people who you want
to follow. Our worlds are filled
with declarations. However,
most people don't think about
living in a world of declarations.

Mr. Reilly: | have chosen to 2) | teach people to deal with
apply it through vocabulary. requests, offers and promises.
The vocabulary of offers,

requests, and promises is key. 3) | teach the concept of break-
Rather than talking about asser- down.

tions and assessments, | encour-

Rather they think of themselves a9€ people to render their People must be able to declare
as living in a world of facts. For assumptions explicit. breakdowns. You are not
instance, a representative of the allowed to live in breakdowns.

company might negatively react In one situation, we had a team Once a breakdown is declared, |
to a particular customer request that couldn’'t agree to a sched- promise | will bring the affected
saying, “we don't do that,” as if ule. This had been going on for parties together within 24 hours
this was somehow a fact of the weeks. Therefore, | met with  to discuss the alternatives (it
world when in fact it is the result the team, listened to their dis- may take more than 24 hours to
of a declaration by someone in  cussion, and asked each person fix it).

the management of the company. to state the assumptions they

Many concerns people have are aproyght to the meeting. Of the We don't operate through

result of declarations. 8 people in the meeting, 6 had organization. We don't use an
assumptions, and 2 didn’t. Their organization chart. We operate
assumptions were different. through projects and processes.

. _ It was too hard to deal with so  Q; How do these methods fit in
*In the notation of semantics that . . . .
many people affiliated with CQM many different assumptions at  with other business and manage-
know, assertions are statements intend- the same time. | decided that ment methods?

ed to be facts and assessments are ; ;
s, test, engineering and human
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Mr. Reilly: We support typical
good business practices (plan-
ning, budgeting, selling, etc.)
with promises that the organiza-
tion can keep.

| share “for the sake of ...”
when | am making a request.
Explaining for the sake of what
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Mr. Reilly: People in the orga-
nization are developing the
practice of asking “how come?”
[that is, “for the sake of..."].
This encourages improvement
of requests. To teach this you
have to change people’s prac-
tices.

one is making a request lets peoQ: By practices, you mean

ple maneuver and better under-
stand what is being requested.
If we can'’t supply “for sake of
... " how can we ourselves see
why we are making a request?

Q: You mean, if we can'’t say
why we are making a request, it
may be a silly request?

Mr. Reilly: Yes.

Also when | say “for the sake
of...” people become a bigger
part of the transaction. That's
very important. It also allows
the requester to put more
responsibility on the performer.
The performer can no longer
say, “I didn’t know what | was
supposed to do.”

People don't listen to the “for
sake of ...” sometimes even
when it is stated. They may
jump too soon. In this case,

habits?
Mr. Reilly: Yes.
Another important thing is keep-

ing interactions on a business
basis. How you share assess-

A
N

another person within a
company or an external cus-
tomer of the company, we've
talked more of internal requests
and commitments. Will you say
a few more words about external
customers?

Mr. Reilly: An organization

goes into business for one pri-
mary reason—to get and grow
customers. Customers are the
alpha and omega for any organi-
zation that wants to be a sustain-
able business.

An organization defines itself as

ments is important. You have to a business by the offers it makes

take people aside and see why
they “listened” the way they did.
You also have to take responsi-
bility for how people listen to
you.

| dwell on how important a
promise is. If you can, you
want to get your business going
so people are making real
promises, which requires that
one ground requests.

Q: This may be a slight change
of topic, but do you make a lot
of requests for specific things to
happen or just requests for peo-
ple to figure out what to do

when | make a request | have to about a topic?

take responsibility for the other
person’s listening. | have to be

Mr. Reilly: | make a number of

a good communicator; not just a requests for specific things to

good listener.

Q: You have years of experi-
ence in making good requests.
How well can other people in
your organization make
requests who haven't got your
experience?
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happen that | believe are feasi-
ble. However, there is a differ-
ence between making requests
of people and giving instruc-

and the requests it accepts. Itis
imperative that an organization
is able to define its offer in the
context and shared concerns of
its prospective customers.
Failure to do so results in an
organization with great promise,
even great declarations, but no
customers.

Most businesses get started with
great declarations, that is, the
business plan. Their challenge
is to gain an understanding of
the unique concerns of their
prospective customers. In most
instances this can only happen
in a personal exchange, the
beginning of a relationship.

The skill we have to listen to the
concerns of external customers
and the skill we have to make
requests and commitments with-
in the organization provide us
with the skill and the will we

tions to people. The leader who need to make external offers and

gives a lot of instructions is ask-
ing for trouble.

Q: Although you've made it
clear that the customer in the
atom of work can be either

keep external commitments.
The trust generated by these
actions will ensure strong

customer relationships. R

7
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