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INTRODUCTION
UNBOSS helps people and organizations do amazing things; i.e. to achieve much more
for much less. It argues that conventional organizations, public and private, large and
small, for profit and non-profit, are falling back because they apply management practices that are long out of date. It explains how managers and employees can create more
value while at the same time making their jobs more meaningful and fun. It shows how
organizations can recreate themselves by focusing more on their impact than on their
bottom line, by involving customers, suppliers, members, users, academics, and others
more closely, and by redesigning every aspect of what they do.
UNBOSS was written by about 80 people from around the world in a collaborative effort led by Jacob Boetter, 26, and Lars Kolind, 65. Boetter is a digital native who grew up
with the Internet, mobile technology, and social media. Kolind is a digital immigrant,
who has managed small and large businesses for almost 40 years. Five years ago, the two
men set out to combine their two worlds into a new concept for leadership in the 21st
century: UNBOSS.
The ambition of UNBOSS is to make a significant diﬀerence to every organization. We
do not aim for 5 % or 10 % improvements as there are enough books and consultancies
that do that. We aim for breakthroughs that will enable organizations to do 50 % more,
100 % more, or even more than that. Such breakthroughs never come easy. They most
often require organizations to question the very reason for their existence and to make
tough choices that will separate them from their traditions, practices, and attitudes,
which have gone unquestioned for decades. We know that such changes will always be
an uphill battle, as those that represent and benefit from the existing order will resist
any change, while those that might benefit from change will be uncertain about the
benefits before they become reality. But even uphill battles can be won.
UNBOSS is a person, a process, and a movement. The UNBOSS is a leader. With his or
her team, the UNBOSS shapes the new organization to become a framework for everybody that shares their passion. To UNBOSS an organization is the process of transforming the organization into something that does the job better today and tomorrow. Last
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but not least, UNBOSS is the movement for all of us who are passionate about creating
tomorrow’s unbossed organizations.
We are confident that the collaborative eﬀort of all the people who have worked on this
project, has created a framework that works. We have been inspired by numerous thinkers and authors who have introduced exciting ideas and concepts, which we have included in the book. But more importantly, we have practiced what we preach as entrepreneurs, consultants, and managers. We have failed and succeeded and learned from
our mistakes and successes, so nothing in this book is pure theory. It works.
WHAT WE MUST NOW UNLEARN

A conventional organization is a hierarchy: those higher in the pyramid are in control of
their subordinates. Every boss reports to someone higher in the hierarchy and receives
reports from people in lower positions, who may themselves receive reports from their
subordinates. Bosses control departments, divisions, or functions with well-defined
tasks, resources, goals, key performance indicators, and incentive structures.
This is what we must unlearn. We must abandon the very idea that bosses are in control
of subordinates. We must remove the borders that limit the scope of departments and
which prevent free collaboration between employees. We must also reconsider the very
borders of the organization itself and reposition customers, suppliers, users, members,
citizens, and academia as co-workers and collaborators. We call this borderless, extended family of collaborators the unlimited organization.
The most fundamental change, however, is about purpose. In conventional management, it goes without saying that the purpose of business is profit. We measure business
success by return on capital employed, return on equity, return on sales, and return on
everything. In the end, conventional business is all about money. In public institutions
we measure success by cost eﬃciency. Best practice simply means best eﬃciency.
That also needs to be unlearned. We bluntly claim that purpose comes before profit and
citizens come before budget and rigid measures of eﬃciency. Long-term and sustainable profit comes from impact, not the other way round. You may think that UNBOSS
puts purpose before profit for idealistic reasons, but no. Purpose comes first, simply
because it works better. Profit can motivate a group of managers and employees in a
limited organization. Attractive incentive schemes will drive some people to work
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harder and be more focused, at least for a time. However, other stakeholders couldn’t
care less about your bonus schemes and the return on investment for shareholders.
They care about WHY you do what you do; i.e. they care about purpose and impact. If
they trust you and your organization and if they are passionate about your purpose, they
will work with you for free. They will market your product by recommending it to
friends and family. They will help you with feedback and ideas and they will even help
fellow customers get the most out of your product. An unlimited organization is based
on a shared purpose and passion, not on your drive for profit and bonuses.
WHAT YOU NEED TO PUT IN PLACE

The shortest version of UNBOSS has only three components:

The UNBOSS organization involves everybody instead of the
few, it functions through mechanisms instead of structures, and
it builds on purpose instead of profit.
Here are three examples that illustrate the points:
Threadless, the Chicago-based manufacturer of T-shirts, involves customers in designing its products, picking the best designs, and selling them to friends. Threadless takes
care of manufacturing and logistics and provides the infrastructure that makes such intensive customer involvement possible.
The purpose of Skype is to connect all of us; thus enabling us to speak to each other at
no cost or low cost. Skype is not in control of its sales and marketing, but it has established mechanisms that enable each Skype user to connect with others by sharing a link
and following instructions. Moreover, Skype has established mechanisms that enable
users to help each other rather than call a busy call center for assistance.
In the words of founder Larry Page, Google strives to “understand exactly what you
mean and to give you back exactly what you need.” Google focuses on making all information searchable and builds its services around that core. Purpose comes first, and
since the purpose is highly relevant and important to billions of people, Google makes a
lot of money.
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How can we call three simple changes – purpose, mechanisms, and involvement – such
a fundamental shift of mindset? Once we unfold each of them and their interplay, you
will understand why.
Think for a moment of three other simple ideas, which changed the world some 100
years ago. The three ideas formed the core of Fredrick W. Taylor’s groundbreaking book
in 1911, The Principles of Scientific Management:
1.

Divide work into smaller parts; small enough for a worker to learn to master this
specific item of work.

2. Use scientific methods to select workers, train them, and control them, and
spare no eﬀort in developing tools and working methods that will increase the productivity of each operation.
3. Separate actual work from management and supervision so that supervisors can
focus on planning, control, and process improvement while workers focus on getting the work done as eﬃciently as possible.
These three simple ideas shaped how work and organizations developed in the 20th
century. Not only in factories for which it was originally intended, but everywhere. And
as the nature of work changed, cities changed, housing patterns changed, transportation
changed; everything changed.
We trust the three components of UNBOSS will have a similar eﬀect. Imagine the difference if every organization refocused towards a purpose instead of profit? Imagine
what would happen if organizations included customers, users, citizens, members, and
others in their work? And imagine if rigid structures were replaced by self-regulating
mechanisms that would give co-workers more freedom and responsibility for what they
do?
UNBOSS is a mind shift. Conventionally, organization was needed to make anything big
happen. It took capital, bosses, specialists, and workers by the thousands. Now the same
tasks are being done by organizations that are ten times, one hundred times, or one
thousand times smaller than before. Take Khan Academy, which teaches over 3,000 subjects to one million students with less than thirty staﬀ and compare it with a conven-
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tional high school or college that needs hundreds of employees to teach a few thousand
students.
THE FUTURE IS NOW

UNBOSS can make such things happen everywhere, including your organization. UNBOSS doesn’t have all the answers for your organization, but we have the framework
you and your colleagues need to ask the right questions and to make changes. In 2001
nobody predicted that the business of publishing paper-based encyclopedias would disappear in less than a decade, but it did. Your company or industry may have three, five,
ten, or twenty additional years of relative stability, but nobody knows. But one thing we
do know for sure: No industry or company will be left untouched by the shift from
manufacturing to knowledge. That’s why we recommend all organizations take action
now and drive change instead of waiting for it to happen.
Here are some of the concrete changes you can expect:
It is obvious that if your organization had thousands or maybe even millions of customers, users, intermediaries, suppliers, members, and others involved in what you do, you
could do much more than you can do alone. So do expect much more involvement and a
wholly diﬀerent relationship to all these groups and people. Moreover, you must agree
that the boss who manages your organization today through structures, budgets, rules,
and middle managers will have to learn something fundamentally new if he or she is
able to inspire and involve ten or a hundred times more people who are fundamentally
out of his or her control. So, each boss will need to be replaced by an UNBOSS who
does exactly that. Last but not least, the thousands or millions of collaborators outside
your organization will not work for you voluntarily unless they really identify with your
organization’s purpose. They will run away, particularly if your organization’s primary
purpose is to make money for shareholders. Therefore, a genuine, easy-to-understand
purpose, which guides everything you do and engages people outside your limited organization, is a must.
With these three points in mind, here is a list of concrete changes you can expect in tomorrow’s unbossed organization:
Unboss the purpose. Forget your narrow short-term bottom line or budget focus. Go
back to the passion, which was the very basis upon which your organization was
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founded. Think about who would really miss your organization if it ceased to exist today.
Unboss structure. Drop you current functional hierarchical organization and imagine
the mechanisms that could replace it. A mechanism for getting things done fast and efficiently, a mechanism to ensure world-class quality in everything you do, and a mechanism to make sure every co-worker does his or her best and feels good about it.
Unboss the company. Forget your narrow view of the company comprising only your
employees and your physical, intellectual, and financial assets. Broaden your perspective to also include relevant stakeholders such as customers, users, intermediaries, suppliers, academics, and others.
Unboss middle managers. Set your co-workers free from micro-management by middle managers and supervisors. Trust their professionalism and continuously enrich their
understanding of your organization’s purpose and strategy. Involve co-workers in improving everything you do, every single day.
Unboss employees. Forget the polarization between employees and management; in
fact why not completely forget the concept of employees and managers?
Unboss work. Get rid of the idea that everyone should work in the same building at the
same time and introduce more freedom for staﬀ to choose where they work and when;
of course bearing in mind the needs of customers and co-workers.
Unboss the oﬃce. Put your brand new concrete, glass, and steel corporate headquarters on the market before everyone realizes that such mausoleums are dinosaurs. The
oﬃce of the future is the exact opposite of what you have.
Unboss communication. Drop your advertising budget and spend the money on providing a superior customer experience instead. Inspire your customers to tell everybody
about their experiences, good or bad, and you will see consistent long-term sales and
profit growth.
Unboss marketing. Find something more useful to do for the hordes of marketing specialists and executives you currently employ. If you want to know what your customers
think, just start listening to what they say and write. Be active on social media and ask
for feedback, positive and negative.
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Unboss sales. Think diﬀerently about your sales force: They are no longer there to push
your products down the throats of customers. They are there to help solve customer
problems; i.e. to make customers happy. Engage customers to help sell your product to
those friends who they think could benefit.
Unboss purchasing. Help your hard-nosed purchasing people get a job with the competition or oﬀer them early retirement. Put purchasing in the hands of nice people instead, who can build long-term strategic alliances with your most trusted suppliers.
Unboss Research & Development. Break down the walls around your R&D department and share your secret knowledge with everyone. Invite experts around the world
to become involved in your research and development.
Unboss manufacturing. Think of your production workers as human beings and partners, not robots. Involve them just as much as your most trusted engineers. And stay
open to involve outsiders much more directly in the heart of your factories.
Unboss customer service. Move your customer service department from the cost side
of your equation to the income side. Stop measuring eﬃciency in handling customer
inquiries and complaints. Instead, look for customer delight. Don’t forget that delighted
customers will be happy to help other customers as well.
Unboss HR and compensation. Forget rigid pay scales and collective bargaining and
replace it with a mechanism to continuously ensure everyone is rewarded fairly for what
they do.
Unboss risk. Remove risk management from the risk manager’s job description and
make it everybody’s concern. Make risk management a game by introducing a prediction market instead.
Unboss knowledge management. Scrap your million-dollar knowledge management
system and connect people instead of documents. Find a cheaper way to display the
canteen menu to staﬀ.
Unboss CSR. Stop wasting your money on charity giving. Instead, find NGOs with
whom you can create shared value. Make shared value creation part of your mainstream
strategy.
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Unboss NGOs. Bury your 100-year-old organizational structure and redefine yourself as
a social network with a purpose. Partner with everybody who shares your cause, in particular private businesses in need of a better strategy.
So what’s left? Not much of what you learned at business school.
THE TEN PRINCIPLES OF UNBOSS

We have summarized the essence of UNBOSS into ten principles:
1.

Focus on purpose rather than profit.

2. Dissolve the old hierarchy and encourage everyone to work together.
3. Transform your business into an unlimited social network.
4. Become a great place to work and attract the best people.
5. Step aside and let your co-workers take the lead.
6. Turn customers into partners and advocates for your cause.
7. Get rid of rigid pay scales and bonus schemes – as well as selfish employees who
care about such things.
8. Involve people outside your company – also in research and development.
9. Tolerate mistakes and talk openly about them.
10. Strengthen dialogue throughout the organization through the use of social media.
START TODAY

Change doesn’t happen by itself. It’s a long struggle to challenge an entrenched, wellestablished system. Some say it can’t be done. We believe it is possible and we have described step by step how you can make it happen. You can make a big diﬀerence where
you are. And when many people make a diﬀerence where they are, together we can
change the bigger picture. It will be a revolution.
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