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I offer you a challenge.  Take these ideas and try to put them together in some fashion that makes sense.  Idea One:  we are a society where all persons are created equal.  Mix in Idea Two:  we are a meritocracy where those with superior talent should naturally rise to the top.  While you’re at it, add in another just for fun … Idea Three:  the development of an elite is inevitable.  Kleiner contends that in any organization, some central Core Group emerges (whether visibly or not) – an elite that drives the organization.  
This probably does not come as news to anyone who has ever worked in an organization.  Kleiner adds two more critical elements, however.  (1) What that Core Group wants and how the rest of the organization perceive those wants are seldom harmonized.  (2) The rest of the organization remains on the hook for its contribution to organizational performance.  Indeed Kleiner points out, “The organization goes wherever its people perceive that the Core Group needs and wants to go.  The organization becomes whatever its people perceive that the Core Group needs and wants it to become.”  Not what the Core Group really wants, but what the rest perceive that the Core Group wants.  

As a consequence, an organization can descend into dis-organization.  Kleiner writes, “The basic building block of organizational action isn’t the job, the team, the project, the process, the share, or even the dollar:  It’s the decision.  Organizations are essentially the sum of all the decisions made in them over time.”  When many people make many decisions with many interpretations about what the Core Group wants, we get the consequent overall ineffectiveness.  
The challenge then comes to this:  how does the organization as a whole share what the Core Group knows about the problems to be solved and the organization’s distinctive edge in solving them?  Kleiner suggest that most people assume that they must guess. 
“When you are a Core Group member, your remarks are automatically amplified; people hear them as louder, stronger, and more command-like than they seemed to you when you uttered them. … Why does this happen?  Because nobody knows exactly what you want.  They assume it is part of their job to guess. … The form of talk is profoundly important. … If you want to change an organization, you start by changing the patterns in which people talk together, the things they talk about, the frequency of their contact, and the makeup of those who overhear them.”
Organizations fundamentally need genuine conversation about what’s important, and why, and how they propose to measure their progress.  Instead, we frequently get fragmentation or even anarchy based on misperceptions.  
Kleiner also takes to task those who are not in the Core Group.  How can they become more valuable to the organizations where they choose to work?  They need to become clear about their internal Core Group – what’s important to them as individuals, and why, and how they might measure their progress.  What kind of equity do they hold – not only in financial terms, but also in terms of recognition, relationships, capability, health …?

Kleiner writes most often but not exclusively about corporations.  For instance, he notes that 

“For the past century or more, economists and politicians have fiercely debated the most effective way to run an economy or a government:  with relatively free markets, or with relatively strong governments.  But now a recognition is sinking in that the argument itself is irrelevant. … What matters most is the quality of the Core Group.  Competent organizations with high-quality leadership are likely to produce the most effective infrastructure and services – public or private.”  

Endurance and contribution depend on the leadership provided by the Core Group.  

Near the end of the book, Kleiner turns from the current unhappy reality of many organizations to idealism about the future.  “A truly honorable sense of purpose is one in which the organization seeks to leave the world a much better place, in some way closely related to the organization’s own integrated learning base.”  This calls vividly to mind a comment from Robert Greenleaf in his book, Servant Leader.  Greenleaf paraphrased one of his professors in college as saying ‘We are a society of large institutions and many of them are not serving us well.  We need to do something about that.’  Greenleaf took up the challenge and joined the biggest organization on earth at the time:  AT&T.  He spent the rest of his career there before founding what has become the Greenleaf Center for Servant-Leadership.  All of that life’s work focused on helping organizations to serve us better.  
If our organizations will inevitably have Core Groups, wouldn’t it be marvelous if they consisted of servant-leaders?  Wouldn’t the ‘honorable purposes’ be more ably achieved if we did a superior job of managing our assumptions and engaging in genuine conversation?  And wouldn’t we all be better off?  
