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The No-Limits Enterprise
Organizational Self-Management In  
The New World Of Work

by Doug Kirkpatrick

THE SUMMARY IN BRIEF

Most modern workplaces are built on outdated systems: rigid hierarchies, dis-
engaged employees, and management-heavy structures that stifle creativity and 
innovation. In an era that demands agility, purpose, and autonomy, this traditional 
approach is not just inefficient—it’s unsustainable.

The No-Limits Enterprise introduces a compelling alternative: self-management. 
It offers a vision of  organizations where people collaborate without coercion, lead 
without titles, and work in alignment toward shared purpose. Through principles 
rooted in trust, commitment-keeping, and personal responsibility, author Doug Kirk-
patrick outlines how businesses can move beyond bureaucracy to achieve higher levels 
of  engagement, innovation, and resilience. Drawing from real-world experience and 
human-centered insight, he offers practical strategies—from creating peer agreements 
to redesigning decision rights—that help organizations thrive without rigid control.

This book is essential for business leaders, entrepreneurs, and changemakers who 
want to build workplaces where people are trusted to lead, innovate, and thrive. It 
gives you a clear roadmap to dismantle bureaucracy and build organizations that 
are resilient, innovative, and truly limitless.

IN THIS EXECUTIVE BOOK SUMMARY:

•	 Understand why traditional management systems are breaking down.

•	 Explore the 15 hidden costs of  bureaucracy in modern business.

•	 Learn how self-managed teams foster innovation and commitment.

•	 Discover how to implement self-management in any organization.

Culture
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Life is a Concert (Or It Should Be) 
Some people are lucky: they experience a seminal moment 
in life when what they believe, aspire to, dream, and prac-
tice come together in a single crystallizing experience. For 
me, one of  those moments came a few years back, taking 
in a Leahy concert. 

The night I attended their concert, I watched the band mem-
bers come together, move apart, and hand off the spotlight 
to one another, all while working in a perfect concert and 
sustaining a pitch, energy and intensity that never flagged. 

Never had I witnessed the true meaning of  working in con-
cert, as I did the night I took in a Leahy performance. 

Afterward, I thought about what this transcendent group 
of  musicians could teach us about passion, equality, and the 
joy of  working in such a way that each of  us leads, inno-
vates, and performs to our highest levels. 

In the end, the elation I experienced that evening served 
to bolster my belief  in my own life’s work - that of  help-
ing business enterprises succeed by relinquishing age-old 
entrenched beliefs and moving toward simple and basic 
life-affirming principles: 

One, that people work best when they are happy and pas-
sionate about their work. 

Two, that they produce and innovate on their highest levels 
when they are not coerced to work but are simply expect-
ed to keep the commitments that they freely make to their 
colleagues and their organization. 

Today, our fast-moving, ever-expanding world demands en-
gaged, innovative, and self-directed leaders. These are leaders 
who may emerge from any corner of  an organization. These 
are leaders who will fearlessly set about to create work envi-
ronments where everyone strives in concert, uncoerced, and 
committed to the passionate pursuit of  excellence within an 
enterprise positioned for unlimited success. 

The Breakdown of Bureaucracy
The fact of  the matter is: the unwieldy, ineffective, bureau-
cratic, and hierarchical workplace model in which most 
people uncomfortably spend more than half  their waking 
lives is irretrievably broken. Each year, massive sums of  
money and an astounding amount of  company time are 
spent dealing solely with the management issues pertaining 
to production, sales, competitive edge, and strategic retool-

ing - not on the initiatives themselves. These expenditures 
do not even take into account the time and money dedicat-
ed to human resources management issues, which encom-
pass recruiting, hiring, onboarding, retention, engagement, 
workplace toxicity, lack of  diversity, firing outplacement, 
morale, harassment issues, and more. 

As Gallup reports, 67 percent of  the US workplace are dis-
engaged from their organization at any given time, and 16 
percent of  workers are actively disengaged from the organi-
zation. One can imagine myriad forms of  active disengage-
ment, including unsafe work practices, gossip, harassment, 
drug use, inappropriate use of  social media, absenteeism, 
and even sabotage. With the hard dollar cost of  such dis-
engagement pegged at around half-trillion dollars in lost 
production each year, the report points to nothing short 
of  a management crisis that is having serious and lasting 
repercussions on the global economy. 

Bureaucracy: 15 Unavoidable 
Challenges
Companies today, as yesterday, must produce products and 
provide services that satisfy (hopefully, delight) customers, 
at a profit. Clearly the economics of  being successful in 
the world have not changed, regardless of  organizational 
system. Businesses must be able to address all stakeholders’ 
needs, no matter what their organizational model. 

Yet, in a bureaucratic organization, challenges are everywhere. 

Challenge No. 1 - Production and Sales: In bureaucratic 
organizations that rely on layers of  management to per-
petually prod and motivate, challenges are everywhere as 
bosses are consumed by their people management issues 
and the resulting whack-a-mole impact of  production, 
sales, services and distribution. 

Challenge No. 2 - Human Resources: The greatest chal-
lenge to human resources professionals is that, while they 
are congratulating themselves on moving their many em-
ployees through their authorized programs and processes, 
they have done little or nothing to address the 67 percent 
disengagement issue that lies at the heart of  the company’s 
struggle to succeed in the marketplace.

Challenge No. 3 - Competitive Edge:  Companies set mea-
surable growth goals to gain an edge in their marketplace. 
The problem is, when you set such goals, you also encour-
age shortcuts and taking any route possible to achieve those 
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A No-Limits Enterprise requires  
no-collar thinkers and doers. 

ends, which places integrity and the quest for excellence at 
the bottom of  the company priority list. 

Challenge No. 4- Strategic Retooling: Bureaucratic organi-
zations get too comfortable with their niches and processes 
and, at some point, lose any ability to strategically retool 
quickly and effectively so they can promptly seize an oppor-
tunity or nimbly address a risk or threat. 

Challenge No. 5- Power: There’s simply no underestimat-
ing the damage that the spirit-breaking control emanating 
from power can cause. Not to mention, the sheer waste of  
human talent, skill, and creativity that result when a man-
ager, supervisor, or colleague is more interested in exercising 
control (and coercion) than in getting out of  the way and 
letting people do what they already know how to do. 

Challenge No. 6- Management Tax: Hard-Dollar Cost 
of  Bureaucracy: Fostering a bureaucratic workplace is all 
about dedicating huge sums of  money to something other 
than core mission, competitive edge, and timely and val-
ue-based delivery of  the products and services. 

Challenge No. 7- Innovation and Improvement: While 
companies like W.L. Gore nimbly and speedily innovate 
and improve, for organizations with entrenched bureau-
cratic management structures, improvement is sluggish, and 
innovation is often unknowingly squelched by managers. 

Challenge No. 8- Attracting and Retaining Talent: As diffi-
cult as attracting talent has become, the even more painful 
issue is retention because it represents a huge waste of  
training dollars as millennials head to competitors or start 
up their own businesses with their newly acquired skills. 

Challenge No.9 - Corporate Vulnerability: Bureaucratically 
organized companies are vulnerable because they’re slug-
gish, unwieldy, too heavy (and top-heavy, thus unbalanced), 
brittle, and ego-driven. There’s nothing light, lean, nimble, 
adaptable, and open about them. 

Challenge No. 10- Workplace Toxicity: Toxic employees 
transmit their personal dissatisfaction with their company 
in endless ways, and customers are equipped with antennae 

to detect that discontent even during the most meticulously 
scripted conversation. 

Challenge No. 11- The Org Chart: Conventional organiza-
tions spend a great deal of  time, money and effort creating 
incredibly elaborate, complex, complicated, top-down orga-
nization charts. This only succeeds in snuffing out innova-
tion, creativity, and flexibility, while creating a great deal of  
political and administrative maneuvering. 

Challenge No. 12 - Incongruence with Twenty-First-Cen-
tury Expectations: When companies cling to the bu-
reaucratic hierarchy models of  the past two centuries, 
they also face the serious challenge of  trying to meet 
twenty-first-century customer expectations with nine-
teenth-century service and process response. 

Challenge No. 13 - Blue-Collar vs. White-Collar Intelli-
gence: White-collar managers herding blue-collar workers 
through their tasks may have worked in the nineteenth cen-
tury, but, today, self-managed enterprises rely on all workers 
to keep them ahead of  customer expectation and, impor-
tantly, the competition. A No-Limits Enterprise requires 
no-collar thinkers and doers. 

Challenge No. 14- Fear, Anxiety and Predictability: In 
companies with cultures that are anything but open and 
transparent, where communication is not free and is guard-
ed, fear can surge in waves. Then management’s knee-jerk 
response is generally to institute more control, not plan for 
less. Anxiety and a need for predictability then spins out 
even more challenges: power-mongering, toxicity, serious 
retention issues, and the inability to attract talent. 

Challenge No. 15- The Future, and Human Beings in It: One 
thing we know for sure is that the eight primary commercial 
needs of  human beings will not change, and every business in 
the world is organized to supply one or more of  those needs: 
food, clothing, shelter, communication, transportation, person-
al security, entertainment, and health care. That’s it. Whatever 
structures we create to address those human needs, they will 
always require thought, creativity, and leadership, plus innova-
tion and teamwork. Bureaucracy cannot get us there. 
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It is clear that bureaucracy does not facilitate the enterprise 
of  the twenty-first century, but only hinders it. 

So, how can we make our enterprises stronger, more 
competitive, innovative, resilient, and intrepid as we move 
toward the future? How can we make workers happier and 
more fulfilled in the one-third of  their lives that they spend 
with us? The answer lies, in large part, in the power of  
organizational self-management. 

The Power of Self-Management 
When we consider the concept of  self-management–where-
in people interact, collaborate and achieve under their own 
power without repressing, constraining, or coercing others– 
the question often crops up: Why not simply empower peo-
ple to do what they do best? Why not extend certain modes 
of  power to them, while retaining other types of  control for 
the organization and its managers? 

The answer lies in the true understanding of  human nature, 
and in the acknowledgment that being a human has every-
thing to do with choice and free will. Choice and free will can 
be repressed, but always at a cost. As a business leader, why 
pay that price–and force fellow human beings to pay an even 
greater price– when the ability of  workers to exercise their 
free will and choice benefits your company mission and goals? 

Business philosopher Peter Koestenbaum applies the dis-
cussion of  free will and choice to the enterprise as a whole 
and asks, What does free will mean to the organization? His 
conclusion: it means that everyone is responsible for moti-
vating himself  or herself, and it is not the job of  company 
CEOs, leaders, and managers to motivate people. 

With workers finally responsible for unearthing their own 
power and negotiating (and negotiating) their own positions 
within the organization, company leaders are at last freed 
up to deal with markets, strategies, and their responsibili-
ties to the enterprise. The traditional management-model 
mind-set is, thus, turned upside down– or possibly, right-
side-up for the very first time. 

With all the benefits to the enterprise derived from such 
powerful activity, the question is: Why would any enterprise 
leader or manager want to get in the way? 

Before You Plan: Self-Management 
Considerations

Now, let’s say you are beginning to see the constellation of  
strategic, competitive, and human benefits that can accrue 
to a self-managed enterprise. 

You are considering the concept of  a self-management as 
a viable alternative as you guide your company into the 
future or launch your new venture. But–wait. You have so 
many questions, and while some are entirely logical, others 
may have more visceral origins. After all, this is change we 
are talking about. Change can be exciting and teeming with 
promise, yet it can also breed fear within an organization if  
it is not managed properly. 

Before any internal discussions can take place (and certainly 
before you make the case for self-management to stakehold-
ers), it is vital to confront questions, apprehensions, and 
preconceived notions about self-management as an organi-
zational philosophy, and in practice.

An experienced self-management advisor can help you 
with the many, many questions your stakeholders may pose 
about your particular enterprise (for example: Which of  
our colleagues will handle strategy? How, precisely, would 
our company handle compensation? What will the manag-
ers we keep on board be doing? How long will our specific 
initiative take to roll out?). 

The answers will depend greatly upon the scope of  your 
initiative, the size of  your enterprise, and the extent of  the 
change you hope to initiate with each phase of  your imple-
mentation. If  you are serious about the prospect of  moving 
to self-management, all issues should be discussed with 
stakeholders up front, to prevent unnecessary anxiety about 
change that is being considered.

New Ways of Working  
Because self-management in the business world is all 
about keeping commitments– to customers, to the com-
pany mission, and among all those who collaborate in the 
workplace– commitment-keeping is key to any type of  
self-governing enterprise, no matter where it falls along 
the continuum of  work environments. Frankly, keeping 
commitments should be the aim of  any organization if  the 
business owners want the enterprise to remain viable and 
competitive. Even in a highly repressive work environment, 
most business owners want to keep their commitments to 
customers and the marketplace. It’s just that conventional 
bureaucracies usually rely on command-and-control to 
compel their workers to keep those commitments for them. 
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I like to think of a self-managed network as a spider’s web. 
It may look like a fragile network of threads, yet the spider’s 

web is one of the strongest, most durable wonders of nature.

But that’s coercion, and it doesn’t work very well for any 
extended length of  time. 

When we look at the continuum along which organizational 
structures lie, what we’re essentially looking at is varying 
degrees of  freedom in the work environment. The most-ex-
treme example of  that continuum would show up the 
most repressive work environment on one end, and a work 
environment that represents the model of  total self-man-
agement (freedom to produce, create, and innovate with no 
command-and-control whatsoever) on the opposite end. 

Determining Where Your 
Organization Fits in the Self-
Management Continuum
There are a growing number of  company leaders who 
believe that some form of  self-management is a better (and 
inevitable) route to a happy, inspired, engaged, and inno-
vative workforce. These company owners and CEOs may 
have opted for various routes to self-management, yet all 
undoubtedly saw self-organizing, nonlinear and adaptive 
systems as core to the future success of  their businesses – 
and key to a better world for all. 

Still, before these company leaders could embark on a route 
to transformative change within their organizations, each 
(formally or informally) earnestly assessed the current state of  
their organizations and company cultures, their own business 
and personal philosophies, and their visions for the future of  
their company. Without that pre-assessment process, a road-
map to any form of  self-management could not be devel-
oped. What’s more, without an initial self-assessment process, 
there is no way to determine precisely where on the contin-
uum between rigid bureaucracy and full blown self-manage-
ment your own organization should reside. 

Establishing your Self-Management 
Philosophy and Principles
I like to think of  a self-managed network as a spider’s web. It 

may look like a fragile network of  threads, yet the spider’s web 
is one of  the strongest, most durable wonders of  nature. Be-
cause of  the tensile strength of  spider silk, the web of  strands 
is extremely resilient and enduring. Similarly, in the case of  
self-management, it is the principles and philosophies (the 
solid “silk”) of  the organization that undergird the network 
(or “web”) of  the workforce, creating an enterprise that is so 
sustainable that it can support greater and greater perfor-
mance. It is an enterprise where there are virtually no limits 
to the levels of  success that can be achieved. What’s more, as 
the web of  networks becomes more tightly spun (company 
workers transparently interact with ever-greater numbers of  
their colleagues), the gaps between the strands become nar-
rower and the web becomes denser. That means that there are 
fewer places throughout the organization where corruption, 
exploitation, and other workplace ills can creep in. 

In a self-managed environment, there could be hundreds of  
eyes –  as opposed to a few designated managers– to catch 
potential warning signs of  trouble. Importantly, all the facets 
of  daily operation are carefully spelled out, most often in a 
constitution-like document or statement of  universally appli-
cable business principles within the organization. In that way, 
the principles and philosophies that underlie the organiza-
tion’s core values are available to all and encourage clarity. 

Self-Management Implications  
(Or, What to Expect) 
There could be any number of  implications when you launch 
a company in self-managed mode or re-tool an organization 
toward self-management; the wide-ranging list of  cultural as-
pects I’ve asked clients to consider is usually thought-provok-
ing. But let’s look at some of  the most common implications 
you will encounter, and want to consider, up front. 

The first one that comes to mind is an individual who 
enjoys power. This character trait is a bad fit for self-man-
agement simply because in a fully self-managed enterprise, 
everyone’s voice is equal to everyone else’s. 

Clearly, moving to self-management can be a problem for 
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those accustomed to having some manager hand down de-
cisions about their work hours, schedule, terms of  employ-
ment, etc. They will suddenly be expected to participate in 
those decisions and shoulder more responsibility, and they 
may experience anxiety about that. 

Lastly, the people who are passive personality types or 
generally lack initiative may find self-management chal-
lenging because self-management relies heavily on con-
stant communication. 

Fortunately, self-managed enterprises don’t have to be per-
fect. They just have to be better than traditionally managed 
organizations, where 67 percent of  the workforce is disen-
gaged and the management tax is wasting $3 trillion per 
year in lost productivity. 

Making the Case for Self-
Management
When a company leader begins to ruminate about 
self-management for his or her organization, there is noth-
ing to dictate who should be brought in, in the early stages 
of  that consideration process. 

At some point, the company leader is going to want to 
reach out for reactions, feedback, impressions, advice, and 
arguments from trusted or respected senior colleagues, 
company stakeholders, personal advisers, and key influ-
encers who will be most helpful in widening the informa-
tion circle. That said, this kind of  communication is an 
art, not a science, and there are no hard-and-fast concen-
tric-circle guidelines. 

Eventually, stakeholders who are not gung-ho may be en-
countered, and the goal will be to persuade them to at least 
experiment with the concept of  self-management. 

An organizational self-management consultant can help 
with business case-making, organizational assessment, edu-
cation, and implementation assistance at various junctures 
in the process. There is no right or wrong time to call in the 
self-management cavalry. 

The contextual background a self-management consul-
tant brings to the table, not to mention the know-how to 
predict roadblocks (and the antenna to sense them), can 
help any leadership team progress smoothly through its 
initiative. Even early on, the consultant can help that team 
to “sell” its self-management case to the workforce in ever 
widening circles. 

Bringing Self-Management to Life: 12 
Real-World Components
Holistic self-management does not require rigid and 
involved implementation steps. It does, however, require a 
thoughtful, cleanly planned and clearly communicated im-
plementation process, plus vigilant stewardship to prevent 
slide-back into the many counterproductive hallmarks of  
bureaucracy. 

The components of  self-management implementation- and 
we offer twelve of  them here- are not, as I have said, hard 
and fast. They are ideas and suggestions.

No. 1-Identify the Players: Who are the people who need 
to  be involved? Enterprise stakeholders are anyone or any 
entity impacted by your enterprise. 

No. 2-Introduce the concept of  organizational self-manage-
ment: It will be crucial to get the idea of  self-management 
“out there” and exhaustively address questions and con-
cerns about the concept. 

No. 3-Determine Scope: The determination of  scope can 
not only be key to the success of  a self-management imple-
mentation, but pivotal to the buy-in of  the self-management 
concept before it gets to the implementation stage. 

No. 4-Identify the Why: Behind the overarching mission of  
the enterprise are the missions of  the various areas, teams, 
and affiliates of  the enterprise that support the overall com-
pany mission. 

No. 5-Identify the What:  This encompasses what you do, 
and why and perhaps how you do it. 

No. 6- Create a Structure for Commitment-making and 
Commitment Keeping: Commitment-keeping is supreme-
ly important because it constitutes half  the foundation of  
self-management itself. 

No. 7-Determine Decision Rights: Without a doubt, this 
can be one of  the stickiest steps of  an experiment or im-
plementation process, certainly in the effort to re-tool an 
existing bureaucratic hierarchy into a dynamic, self-man-
aged network of  title-free contributors, but also in a start-up 
situation. 

No. 8-Create and Nurture Feedback Loops: Self  manage-
ment is all about the constant flow of  feedback regarding 
behaviors, suggestions for continuous improvement, innova-
tion, and more. 
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No. 9-Identify and Incorporate Social Technology Systems 
and Tools: Social systems and tools are all about how peo-
ple relate to one another. In the self-managed enterprise of  
today, new social tools and technologies help the organiza-
tion to respect the voices of  individuals and foster inclusion. 

No. 10-Define Your Enterprise Worldview: Start with Prin-
ciples: Without clarity around what steers the enterprise, 
the company ship is rudderless, and any organizational 
structure (or non-structure, in the case of  pure self-manage-
ment) is built on quicksand. 

No. 11-Create an Enterprise Peer Agreement Template: 
These are extremely valuable in any implementation of  
self-management. They minimize ambiguity and help to 
ensure clarity and transparency, which are so key to high 
performance across an enterprise. 

No. 12-Create a Structure for Learning and Development 
(Sustainment): Providing a learning and development 
platform can help to amplify the self-management skills 
people may already possess, and also help them develop 
business know-how. 

Conclusion
Work cultures appear to be at a tipping point in making the 
case for transcending outdated bureaucracies– interest is 
bubbling all around the world about the benefits of  creating 
engaging workplaces where everyone has a voice. Workplac-
es that inspire and liberate people, and respect the inherent 
adulthood of  contributors, will have a strategic competitive 
advantage in the future of  work. We’re rapidly moving 
beyond theory into real-world examples. 

Our hope is that this book will accelerate the appreciation 
of  these realities by leaders who can make a difference. 

My dream is that current and future generations will be able 
to view work as an energizing, vibrant part of  life and not as 
something one has to do in order to make money to retire. 

We’re always happy to connect with anyone who wants 
to learn how to make organizations thrive with engaged, 
innovative and self-directed leaders. To contact us, visit our 
website at dougkirkpatrick.com. 


