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Voiceover This is Business Reimagined. 

Audra Every week we talk with thought leaders and revolutionaries who are bringing 

innovation to their industries like today's guest, David Burkus. 

David	Burkus	

 

 

DAVID BURKUS is a best-selling author, an award-winning 

podcaster, and management professor. In 2015, he was named 

one of the emerging thought leaders most likely to shape the 

future of business by Thinkers50, the world's premier ranking of 

management thinkers. 

His latest book, UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT, reveals the 

counterintuitive leadership practices that actually enhance 

engagement and drive performance in companies. He is also the 

author of THE MYTHS OF CREATIVITY. David is a regular 

contributor to Harvard Business Review and Forbes. His work 

has been featured in Fast Company, Inc., the Financial Times, 

Bloomberg BusinessWeek, and on CBS This Morning. 
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 David  I think we're moving into an era in business where that old mentality that 

everybody is a competitor is kind of going away. A lot of people are 

collaborators, and if we're willing to expose ourselves a bit more and 

they're willing to expose themselves a bit more, we can both benefit from 

that trade. 

Voiceover  This is Business Reimagined with Danny Iny. 

Danny David Burkus is a bestselling author, award-winning podcaster, TEDx 

speaker, and a management professor who was named one of the emerging 

thought leaders most likely to shape the future of business. Still, David 

humbly considers himself more of a student than a professor. 

David There are people who are way better researchers than me, your Adam 

Grants of the world, who are professors who then got book deals because 

they do groundbreaking professor work. That's never me. I'm the 

accidental professor who just wanted to write about other people's 

groundbreaking research, right? The idea that I'm on both sides of it, it just 

boggles my mind. 

Danny While he's got a degree in writing as well as management, David's road to 

success wasn't paved with written words. Instead, he found a better way to 

talk to those people he admired and read about himself. 

David My hack was there was this relatively new technology at the time called a 

podcast. When I say relatively new, literally there were maybe four podcasts 

out there that weren't just RSS feed-driven copies of other radio shows. 
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 Radiolab and This American Life were hugely popular, but they were radio 

shows. Then there were like four or five other interview-based podcasts, 

and I'm listening to one and going ... my big revelation was, "Wait, if I had 

one of those, maybe I could convince these famous people to talk to me." 

Danny  And they did. His second interview was with none other than Dan Pink, 

author of "Drive." In fact, the two went on to have an ongoing relationship, 

and David received some sage advice from Dan that reshaped his idea about 

his career trajectory, which despite David's A-list roster of guests, was too 

slow for his liking. 

David The second time I emailed Dan was right after my first book came out, and 

I was asking a ton of questions and I was sounding super-frustrated. This 

was a video interview, so he looked at me through Skype and he goes, 

"Dave, you've got to remember something. I've been doing this for 20 

years. You've been doing it for two. Give yourself a little bit longer 

runway." 

I'll never forget that, because that reminded me of, oh, I said I was playing 

the long game when it was build a podcast, build an audience, get a book 

deal, but really the first book, even the second book, I think are still long 

game. You know, I'm still in that building mode. I'm not in the harvesting 

mode yet, so I'm still ... most of my speaking gets reinvested in other 

energies and other marketing that can be greater exposure. I'm still playing 

that long game. 
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 Danny Even with the success he has under his belt, David continues to play the 

long game with his career by being very active in sharing his ideas, not just 

through his books but also on stage through speaking, and of course 

podcasting. His latest book is changing the way people think about 

leadership practices based on social science. 

David The new book, "Under New Management," is really about profiling the 

entrepreneurs who are doing business differently and pairing them with 

the social science. The goal of that book is this message that great leaders 

don't innovate products, they innovate the factory. We tell stories about 

companies that did something different. They strategically differentiated 

themselves and had a different and better product offering, but the truth is 

most of those companies got that way because their leaders focused on how 

they can reinvent the whole organization to let their people do that. 

That's if you have a bigger organization. If you have two or three ... I mean, 

the moment you have two or three employees, your job as the entrepreneur 

becomes less about the product and the front-line customer and more 

about the people who you're employing. Even if you're employing a team-

of-contractors approach, again your goal is that team captain so that they 

can differentiate those things. That's "Under New Management." 

With the body of work, I would say my goal in my role is a lot of times, 

especially entrepreneurs, we have this tendency to think, "Okay, I'm only 

interested in doers. I'm only interested in the people who have done exactly 

what I'm doing before," which I think is kind of a recipe for disaster, a) 

because like you very astutely asked the question around podcasting, if I 
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 just went out and tried to find people who have built withhold businesses 

around podcasting, our mutual friend Jordan Harbinger comes to mind, 

right? There's no way I can do exactly what Jordan did and have it work, 

because he already did it. That route, that path, is closed, but b), there's 

only really one perspective. 

What I've fallen in love with from the realm of psychology and social 

science is that these people, when you do a study, you're looking at 250 

different perspectives, or 300 or sometimes 500 different perspectives. 

You're comparing successes and failures and you're drawing, yes, more 

general implications out of it, but because they're more general they're 

more generalizable, meaning they can work in greater circumstances. 

I look at the role of helping social science and entrepreneurship as the role 

of a coach. I'm going to use an American-rules football analogy that's 

probably going to fall apart, but if you're a quarterback in a football game, 

you could say, "I only listen to other quarterbacks," but there's a guy way 

up in the stands who's part of the coaching staff who sees the entire field. 

He's really, really valuable, not because he's done it, but because of the 

perspective he has by looking at everyone who's on the field at the same 

time. Your job if you want to be successful, I believe, is to do both. 

My job is not to say, "I built this amazing, thousand-person company and 

here's how I did it." I didn't do that. My job is to say, "I studied a thousand 

different entrepreneurs and here's what they all have in common, here's 

what the failures have in common compared to the successes," et cetera, so 

that you can add that perspective to your doer perspective. I think we really 
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 need both doers and coaches, and so I look at my role as that, as providing 

that perspective from a coach. 

Danny What are some of those commonalities that you find among the thousand 

who are successful or the thousand who are unsuccessful, that when you 

share those commonalities with entrepreneurs and executives they're like, 

"Really? I had no idea. That doesn't add up in terms of how I was looking at 

things"? 

David Yeah, so some of them, a lot of them, are sort of ... and written about inside 

of "under New Management" ... a lot of them deal with staff, and we have 

this assumption. We have a hundred years of dealing with staff history 

where people have basically said like there's management and there's 

labor, right, and in management, we know what to do, and labor, they just 

do it. We tell them what to do, and then we check up and make sure they do 

it exactly. 

We live in a world now where most of us are doing knowledge work. Even if 

we don't have employees, those people that we're working with are so 

astute in their one section that you really can't tell them exactly what to do 

anymore. To some level you have to trust them, more than you used to. 

This implication affects a lot of different things. It affects how you actually 

manage and measure people, because again you have to trust and mutually 

come up with those objectives, because you have to trust that they know 

more about how to do their job than even you know. It affects things like 

hiring, because now ... and we talk about this in "Under New Management" 
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 ... now a lot of times it's better to incorporate everyone somebody's going 

to be working with in the hiring decision instead of just the manager, 

because again there's no way that manager or leader can know everything 

about that sort of job. 

It also affects more nitty-gritty things, like I take aim at things like 

performance appraisals and exit interviews and non-compete clauses and 

that kind of stuff. The big-picture thing, I think, is we had an age where, 

because of the nature of the work, we didn't need to share a mutual trust 

between the employer and the employee, between an entrepreneur and his 

staff or his contractors, and that really stems from an age when most 

people were working on an assembly line, and we just told them exactly 

what to do and we made sure that they did it. 

Well, now, again because of the nature of work, we really have to have a lot 

higher trust that that person is intrinsically motivated to do the job and will 

do it well, if we can lay off them a bit. That's the other unifying theme that 

goes throughout "Under New Management," is that idea, and again it's a 

relatively new idea because we're used to this idea of, "I'm paying you, 

therefore I'm going to micromanage you and I'm going to demand exactly 

what I want in order to, quote/unquote, get the most out of you." Really it 

works a whole lot better if you can ease up on that and double down on the 

trust piece. 

Danny You talk about trust and you mention a lot of things. One of them was non-

compete and possibly non-disclosure agreements. Talk a little more about 

that, because I heard this from you before and I had a conversation with my 
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 management team that was a very interesting conversation, but I'll share a 

little more after I hear more from you about that perspective. 

David Yeah, and non-compete clauses are a little bit different animal than non-

disclosure agreements. I definitely think that NDAs, non-disclosure 

agreements, get abused right now because they stem from a fear that 

people are going to run away and steal our idea, but the truth is ideas are 

kind of meaningless. Execution is what matters. Non-compete clauses 

usually refer to, okay, if we hire you, you have to agree ... either like if it's a 

contractor, you have to agree not to work for any of our competitors at the 

same time, or if it's an employee, sometimes it's even you can't go to work 

for a competitor for a certain number of years. 

The goal of these things is noble. The goal is if we're going to invest all this 

time and energy into people, then we don't want them running away and 

taking all of that with them to the competitor. I get that. The problem is 

when we look at the research ... and this is where that looking across a 

thousand different data points comes in ... when we look at the research, it 

doesn't really work like that. What we actually see is people, when they're 

subject to a non-compete condition, are less motivated. They bring less of 

themselves to work. They bring less of their originality to work. 
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 In fact, when people leave and go to a different firm, especially in a very 

heavy intellectual property field like engineering, et cetera, where there are 

patents being filed all the time, what we actually see is a cross-pollination 

of ideas. Yes, that person takes some ideas from Firm A and brings them to 

Firm B, but because that person is still keeping in touch with their old 

colleagues, Firm A is actually benefiting from some of Firm B's ideas. We 

see this. 

If you look at Silicon Valley, California, one of the big things that people 

attribute to the success of that, compared to other places in the United 

States that had similar resources when the technology boom really started, 

was there was a much stronger sense of collaboration and cross-pollination 

and non-compete clauses were basically unenforceable by California state 

law, so you couldn't enforce these type of things and so that really paid off. 

The thing I think is actually most interesting is you even see it from a 

talent mobility standpoint. There's been a couple of what economists would 

call a natural experiment, where something happens that allows you to 

compare two different states or before and after, after an event happens, 

and we see that when we enforce things like non-competes more 

stringently, talent actually moves to locations where it's not as restrictive. 

We see a lot of negatives towards trying to restrict people's freedom of 

mobility, and those negatives don't outweigh the costs of knowing that we 

can make that intellectual investment in them or financial investment in 

them and they won't run away. It actually goes the other way. I have no 

problem with the goals of them, I just ... I'm staring at a bunch of research 
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 that says, "Hey, these aren't actually accomplishing what you set them out 

to do," so maybe there's a better way. 

Danny  Help me parse and understand that research. I get it in concept, but in 

practice it doesn't add up for me. You've got a guy, maybe he's a writer or 

maybe he's an engineer. He's a knowledge worker of some kind. He's 

offered a job somewhere, reads the contract, and sees that there are two 

sliding-door scenarios. Either there is a non-compete clause or there isn't, 

and either way he takes the job, because we're talking about someone 

who's there, he's working. How is it that on day one, one guy is less 

engaged, less committed, than the other guy? It doesn't make sense to me. 

David Yeah. Well, so there's this idea that to some extent, when you have freedom 

of mobility, you are more motivated to make investments in yourself as 

well. You're more motivated to develop your own skills higher, because the 

best ... this is a weird piece of advice I once received. The best internal 

strategy in terms of promotions and making more money is a strong 

external strategy. In other words, if the market really, really wants you, 

then you don't have to go. 

You don't have to leave the company. You're still going to be better off. A 

non-compete restricts that. We see people are less willing to work harder, 

less willing to ... less willing to work harder. Let me redo that. We see that 

people are less willing to work hard to develop skills; they're less willing to 

invest in themselves, because again there's only one career path. 
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 This is the other thing. In organizations, especially larger organizations, 

usually the quickest way to move up in the hierarchy is actually to go to two 

or three different organizations, and every time you switch you're moving 

up, whereas if you're just staying in the same organization, you kind of 

have to wait until the next guy or girl gets promoted or quits in order for 

there to be an opening you can fill. There's less motivation in the short 

term to work hard and develop that career capital, because there's only one 

route for you to go. 

The other thing I think is there's just a general lack of ownership over 

one's work. This, by the way, this is my opinion. I have no data for this part 

because we don't ... well, if we could see it in our lab, we wouldn't really 

know how to test for it. If you're in a non-compete arrangement ... and the 

double deuce, right, of a non-compete and a non-disclosure ... if you're in 

that type of a situation, then the subtle message is that your ideas aren't 

yours. Your work is not yours; it belongs to the company. If it's not yours, 

you can't really have that same level of pride and that same sense of 

autonomy and same intrinsic motivation around it as you could if you really 

did believe it was yours. Does that make sense? 

Danny It does, and then there's where the water meets the land in terms of how 

does this work in real life. I tend to ... I won't say that I am, but I'll say that 

I like to think of myself as a forward-thinking manager and leader, and so I 

heard this idea and I was like, "You know, actually I like this," because in 

practice, a lot of non-competes are not easily enforceable in different 

legislations anyway. Non-disclosure agreements, kind of the same thing 
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 unless you want to spend many tens of thousands of dollars on lawyers. 

What are you going to do anyway, right, so why not make it explicit that 

this is not how we work, and culture of good faith, et cetera? 

I took it to my management team and I was like, "Let's talk about it." I 

thought they'd be like, "Yeah, cool, great idea." They totally shot it down. 

They were like, "That's a terrible idea. We hope we never have to use it, but 

you want a little bit of security. Why open the door for a risk that doesn't 

have to exist otherwise?" I got to thinking. I mean, you're basically 

advocating a company should do away with or minimize NDAs, non-

competes, in this particular example. Do you tell people who are getting 

married not to get a prenup? 

David Yes. To be totally blunt, that's a more theological and personal stance than 

I have data for, and it's not really about the lack of options or the presence 

of options. Again, I think asking somebody to sign that is asking somebody 

to take slightly less ownership over their work, and more, the big lesson to 

me of non-competes isn't the nitty-gritty of do you sign or do you not, but 

the culture that gets developed in a non-compete, non-disclosure 

environment is one where you don't collaborate with competitors. You 

don't see them as potential collaborators, right? 

You and I are both authors, and this is a great example of there really not 

being a non-compete environment even if there is, right? There are other 

authors that write about the same things that I write about, but I view them 

as friends and collaborators, not as people I'm competing against. 

Therefore if you're ... I mean, I don't ask my publisher to say they won't 
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 publish anything else about this topic, right? It doesn't work from that. 

There's that benefit of the cross-pollination of ideas. 

Danny  Well, and if anything, you want the publisher who knows how to sell books 

   that are about exactly the kind of stuff that you wrote about. 

David No, exactly. A great example, but I just think we're moving into an era in 

business where that old mentality that everybody is a competitor is going 

away. A lot of people are collaborators, and if we're willing to expose 

ourselves a bit more and they're willing to expose themselves a bit more 

and we can both benefit from that trade, then that's a hugely beneficial 

thing. 

That speaks more to the culture of the organization than it does the specific 

legal documents you ask people to sign, but the legal documents you ask 

people to sign on day one say something. To use the marital thing, if I sign 

a marriage license and a prenup in the same day, I have a little bit different 

experience about my wedding than I do if I'd just signed a marriage license. 

Does that make sense? 

Danny It does, and I think the challenge is that ... going back to the conversation I 

had with my management team, in a way we were having a different 

conversation, because there's a spectrum where on one end you've got this 

open, fluid, people are working well together, collaboration, and there's a 

fair exchange of ideas and people are respectful of the trust that they have 

in the organization. 
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 There's the whole spectrum in between, then there's that extreme where 

somebody basically downloads your hard drive and takes it to a competitor, 

where it's clearly over the line. To me, that would ... and this was actually 

my argument to my team, but they were not compelled. To me, when you 

get too far over the line, at that point it's criminal anyway. 

David No, I totally agree. I mean, there's trade secrets, and I get the idea that 

you'd want to ... but if it's copyrighted or it's patented or things like that, 

you have other legal ramifications anyway because they crossed over that 

line into criminal. That is fine, honestly. If that situation happened, you're 

not going to court with your non-compete agreement. You're going to court 

with those criminal violations, right, so in a sense it doesn't matter. 

Danny Essentially what we've arrived at is that you and I, we see eye-to-eye. 

We're on the same page here. 

David  Right, we just disagree with your management team. 

Danny Well, the thing is we disagree in principle with the management team, and 

I left it alone, is essentially this is not something that's important enough. 

We have more important issues to deal with. 

David I would agree with that. Your goal as the leader of the whole organization 

should be to shape a culture where people feel free to ask for help from 

people that don't work for the company, feel free to offer help to people 

who don't work for the company, and benefit from the ... it's like the 

buzzword of the show, the cross-pollination of ideas that happens from 
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 that. I just think it's a lot harder to do that when you've already asked them 

to sign legal documents that say, "No, we don't encourage you to talk to 

other people." 

That's really the goal. If you can do that inside of your current framework, 

then you should be focusing on the culture, not the legal documents 

anyway. My argument is just that it's easier to change that culture and 

make it what ... in the book, I call it a non-non-compete culture. It's easier 

to make that culture without these things than it is while you're still asking 

people to sign them. 

There are companies, and in "Under New Management" I profile Procter & 

Gamble, that still usually requires its executives to sign non-compete 

agreements even though they've developed systems, open innovation 

systems, that will let anybody in the world submit ideas and collaborate 

with them on it. It is possible, it's just harder. 

Danny I guess my question is it's not even about the difficulty of implementing, 

where should your focus be. It's that I'm the CEO and I agree with you, and 

we're a pretty forward-looking, I like to think, company, and even with all 

of that, this didn't go through. How easy is it for a company ... I mean, I 

can't imagine if I had a legal department that was, you know, on my ass ... 

pardon my French ... trying to make this happen. What have you seen in 

terms of companies' willingness and ability to adopt some of these ideas? 

David I definitely get it. There are 13 ideas in "Under New Management," and 

non-competes and salary transparency are the ones that get the biggest 
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 pushback, in part because they're such a dramatic pivot from business as 

usual, but in part because they're a decision that affects more than just the 

CEO. They affect the HR department, the legal department, et cetera, so I 

totally get that. Legal, by the way, is going to be the slowest-moving 

change of any department. HR is going to be the second slowest, so I get 

that. 

There's been a lot of push on that, and again the thing that I have 

encountered is, okay, if you can't think of a system right now that can do 

away with these, you can still focus on that culture of allowing people to 

collaborate, to go reach out for help, to get rid of that secrecy culture where 

we actively punish people for talking to people outside of the company 

about company problems. 

That's the first major hurdle that still there are a lot of organizations out 

there that are like, that we need to take care of. That's truthfully, from a 

change making, spreading-the-idea standpoint, I'd rather focus on that as 

my area of influence, in changing that culture, than I would on getting 

lawyers to have less billable hours to a company because they not asking 

for another document to be signed. 

Audra That was David Burkus, reminding you that great ideas are often the result 

of cross-pollination. As a leader or business owner, that means giving your 

team the freedom and even encouraging them to talk with others in the 

field, to learn and grow without the restrictions of NDAs. Because at the 

end of the day, in a world where great ideas are everywhere, your real 

assurances of success rest in being the one to execute them. 
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 To learn more about David, go to Davidburkus.com. You can also get his 

book "Under New Management" on Amazon. 

Voiceover This has been Business Reimagined with Danny Iny. Join us next time as we 

talk with business relationship expert John Rulan. 

John What we found is that the bar is so low for gifting, and it's so high for 

events and dinners and golf and ballgames, that even an incremental 

increase in budget or redirection of resources towards what I call artifact 

gifting just has a massive impact, because nobody's playing in that ocean. 

Voiceover  Learn more about us at Mirasee.com. 


