GUNG HO!

AUTHORS:  KEN BLANCHARD






      SHELDON BOWLES

PUBLISHER:  WIILLIAM MORROW AND COMPANY, INC.  NY

PUBLISHED:  1997

REVIEWED BY:  KEITHEN WASHINGTON

EMERGING LEADERS PROGRAM – PACIFIC LEADERSHIP ACADEMY 2004


Before I get into the body of this review I would like to endorse this book for every mid-level and senior manager in any organization that may be divided into departments, branches, divisions, etcetera.  “Gung Ho!”  is a very personalized testimony on how the human spirit or humane approach, in respect to leadership can propel the accomplishment of setting goals while building environment of trust, cooperation, and prosperity.   I must admit when I choose this book I was under the impression it referred to the movie Gung Ho (about a manager taking over a failing car production plant and turning it around through building an effective workforce) that was popular in the early 90’s.  To my surprise it was not, however the principles, although more serious and realistic, were based on similar ideology.  In this book’s prologue, Peggy Sinclair was faced with the task of telling the Gung Ho story, a promise she made to her friend Andy Longclaw, on his dying bed.  


This book is a nonfiction account of two professionals that coincidental meeting sparked a partnership and friendship as they pooled their talents and experiences with a common goal of saving a failing company.  What they ultimately accomplish was nothing short of awe-inspiring!  Peggy Sinclair was sent to Walton Works #2 as the general manager by old man Morris with the challenge to resurrect a deteriorating business.  A challenge he thought she would fail and in turn finally have an opportunity to fire her.  However, as fate would have it she met Andy, who she was earlier informed by his manager, was a trouble maker and needed to be let go even though his department was rated most productive and efficient throughout the entire company let alone that specific site.  After, visiting his department and examining the vast differences to the rest of the site she knew something was afoot.  His employees were smiling and enjoying their work unlike the hundreds of uninspired employees trudging along in the other departments with no enthusiasm or purpose.  His department was well lit, floors clean and shining, employees worked in teams, teams cheering teammates on, goals met were announced on the loud speaker.  It was as if the finishing department was a completely different company.  Peggy knew she had found the jewel among the rubbish but was compelled to wonder why no other manager capitalized on the obvious successes of this branch of the company.  In the initial conversation with Andy’s manager, he made bigoted comments based on Andy’s Native Indian race and culture.  Although this department was doing exceptional well he was paid little attention to by his superiors based on their own biases.  This resulted in an absolute waste of time and opportunity for the entire company.  Peggy knew the key to saving Walton Works #2 was in the bowels of the finishing department directed by Andy Longclaw.


The two primary focal points in this story forged a partnership often borne from the result of struggle, survival, and need.  In this case, both were on the chopping block as their careers and livelihood were dependent on the success of this site.  Andy had broken the code to creating an organizational culture that optimized personnel morale, productivity, creativity, innovation, professional relationships, employee loyalty, empowerment, and team work.  Andy was able to do this by using a concept created and taught to him by his grandfather “Gung Ho”.  It was derived from ancient Native Indian concepts and practices.  Although the results and outcomes were phenomenal the basic premise was extremely simple.  It was broken into three main principals reflecting a layman’s study of nature:

1. The Spirit of the Squirrel (which discusses the importance of making employees feel that their work is important within their society)

2. The Way of the Beaver (which talks about how managers should tell employees what they want and define boundaries, then allow them to figure out solutions in their own way) 

3. The Gift of the Goose (which explains the importance of using positive reinforcement when employees do a good job and supporting and cheering them on throughout their given practices)  

The really amazing part to all of this was the manner in which Andy taught Peggy these principles.  He took her directly to the natural habitat of the squirrel, beaver, and goose for her to observe the principles in practice.  Although, she was shown one at a time over a period of time, coinciding with the season of the event, it all hit home.   After fully learning and understanding Gung Ho, she and Andy developed a management plan based on those concepts to change the entire organizational culture to match that of Andy’s finishing department.  


These are very simple concepts and seem like common sense once you think about but it very contrary to what happens in most workplaces.  People want and need to know what they do matters to someone.  They want clearly defined and attainable goals to achieve.  They want to be recognized for their efforts by their superiors and cheered on and encouraged from the peers and subordinates alike.  This was a refreshing story of the human will refusing to let bad practices and job dissatisfaction conquering an entire work force.  Once the entire company was exposed to Gung Ho, which means working together in Chinese, they were, over time, able to realize the culture and successes of the finishing department.   Andy and Peggy and their Gung Ho concept were so effective they were recognized by the White House for management foresight and achievement. More importantly, they taught a whole community by using something as simple as squirrels, beavers, and geese how to improve the culture of how business should be conducted!  

Although, I have not heard of the three concepts of Gung Ho until reading this book I’ve fortunate to experience very similar practices in a professional setting both as a worker and leader.  Therefore, I can give first hand testimony to the joy and relief you feel in a Gung Ho friendly environment.  On the contrary, there is nothing worst then working somewhere that saps your positive energy.  The reality is most people spend the majority of their wakening hours in their places of employment.  Subsequently, if your most productive hours are spent in an environment you detest how productive are you or your people going to be.  I would suggest people present this book to their managers as a guide or reminder of what the work place can and should be!  Gung Ho friend!

