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When management changes were announced at General Motors earlier this month, most people
focused on the firing of CEO Fritz Henderson and his replacement by Chairman Ed Whitacre. The
more significant moves, however, were those that took place afterwards when Whitacre promoted a
number of younger managers (including two women) to key positions. Taken together, these shifts
(with more to come) sent a strong message to everyone in GM that it was time for fundamentally
new perspectives and faster decisions.

But why did it take a virtual purge for GM's executives to realize that it was time for change? Wasn't
bankruptcy, a federal bailout, a near-death experience, and international embarrassment enough of
a wake up call? Didn't former CEO Henderson and his team understand the urgency for turning RE:
around GM? /

Unfortunately, the GM situation reflects the reality that most managers become enamored with their
own strategies and have trouble breaking free of their tried and true patterns. In other words, even
when we intellectually understand that the world has changed and we need to do things differently,
it's difficult to let go. We become invested in what we've created and how we've learned to do things.

And it's not just managers at a troubled company like GM; it's all of us.

Jack Welch used to gather his senior executives together in January and tell them to act as though
they had just been newly appointed to their jobs. What would they do differently if they were coming
in to their business without preconceived notions and with a completely fresh perspective? It's a

powerful question, and one that most of us never ask ourselves.

http://blogs.hbr.org/cs/2009/12/why_you_should fire yourself.html 1/3/2010



Why Y ou Should Fire Yourself - The Conversation - Harvard Business Review Page 2 of 6

Naturally, it's easier to take a fresh perspective when you really are new and when the assumptions
you are questioning are not your own. We're all more comfortable challenging someone else's
thinking than stepping back and critically assessing our own ideas and behaviors. That's why Ed
Whitacre needed to shake up GM's management team — because the incumbents couldn't get

enough distance to challenge the way things had previously been done.

But why wait for your company to get in trouble and for the board of directors to shake up the
management team? The turning of the calendar year is a good time for every manager to take stock
and think about what you would do if you were starting fresh. So here's a thought-exercise you can
do: First, take a deep breath and fire yourself. That's right — take yourself out of your job so that

you'll get some distance from it.

Second, consider what you would do to reapply for your job. What are your qualifications? What
would you say in an interview about the changes you would make and the improvements you would
engineer? What unique "stamp" would you put on this new job? How do you feel about the business

strategy and the quality of the leadership team? What would you change?

Answering these questions candidly and constructively can not only help your business to thrive — it 1

also can reenergize you for the coming year.

And who knows? Maybe you'll end up re-hiring you.

Ron Ashkenas is a managing partner of Robert H. Schaffer & Associates a Stamford, Connecticut
consulting firm and the author of Simply Effective: How to Cut Through Complexity in Your

Organization and Get Things Done

More on: Career planning, Managing yourself, Personal effectiveness
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December 30, 2009 at 4:08 PM

Funny post but true. Difficult to achieve in reality though. Mandatory job rotation seems to be a good
alternative.

— CEDRIC LARIDON

December 30, 2009 at 10:58 PM

Great post, Ron. A possible next question could be: "what are the few critical issues | would tackle
first in this new job?" If I'm not already tackling them, | need to change that...

— ANDREW

December 31, 2009 at 4:11 AM

Thanks for your input, it is certainly a perspective that many managers out there need to take upon.
Many of them have become so complacent in their thinking that they don't think OUT as what you
have mentioned here.

— SHIH

December 31, 2009 at 9:12 AM

Excellent...as the page turns on not just another year...but another decade. This is good for any type
of organization...not just those in some form of business. This will be passed around. And by the way,
Ron, | hope you've rehired yourself! :-)

— WES

December 31, 2009 at 10:18 AM

Great post Ron and the timing is perfect. | spent some time earlier this week reviewing my Personal
Development Plan for 2009 and preparing my 2010 Plan. As | completed my review, assessed my
progress, and acknowledged my accomplishments, | was reminded once again how we humans
resist change. Recalibrating our perspective(s) and re-tooling our skill sets is definitely not for the faint
of heart but in today's environment do we really have a choice? Happy New Year!

— DEWEY

December 31, 2009 at 11:07 AM

Thanks for the Post Mr Ron. Self analysis and takin course correction will give more energy and time
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to execute the assignments well. Good guidace and wake up call for me to think & act to make 2010
a great Productive year.
Surely I will re employ myself.

Best wishes for 2010

v s kumar
INDIA

— V S KUMAR

December 31, 2009 at 11:08 AM

After working for a boss that would only appreciate her own thoughts and would never acknowledge
anyone else except herself and her "favorites" in the office, | felt as if | had lost my "edge." However,
you made me re-think about all | have left to give in this job. | know my customers appreciate my
commitment to them even though co-workers and supervisors may not. It is a shame that local
government jobs, at times, are given to those who have the best personal connections, and not those
who care to do the best job they can! Thanks for your perspective and helping me obtain a successful
personal outlook for 2010!

— ERLINDA

December 31, 2009 at 11:20 AM

Why did the board of directors wait so long to change the leadership?..I would find it hard to believe
that Mr Henderson so dazzled the board that they had no idea that GM was going in the wrong
direction a long time ago..what convinced the board that Henderson should continue to command
during the time when change should have occured?..was the Board just rubber stamping his strategy
and ,if so,was it because they knew little about the industry or had become too personally close to Mr
Henderson which biased their judgement?..remember the people leading the organizations and the
board of trustees have many common friends and relationships because of social status..and even
when they change leaders ,their relationships do not end..

—JIM

December 31, 2009 at 2:48 PM

| realize this concept of "firing yourself" is just an interesting mental exercise. Well, if anybody decides
to get literal about it, fire yourself, and then have the company rehire you on a temporary or trial
basis...to see if you'll work out. Think of it as a "pre-employment test drive" of sorts. If you do a good
job for the company as a contract employee, maybe they'll rehire you back on as a full time
employee. But...then again...maybe not! Ha!

— JULIE MAJORS

JOIN THE DISCUSSION

* Required Fields

Name: *
Email Address: *

URL:

http://blogs.hbr.org/cs/2009/12/why_you_should fire yourself.html 1/3/2010



Why Y ou Should Fire Yourself - The Conversation - Harvard Business Review Page 5 of 6

[”] Remember personal info?

Comments: (you may use HTML tags for style)

Verification (needed to reduce spam):

Couldn't load the image. Please press the
“try another" button (2], If this continues,
email support@recaptcha.net with error X0001

Type the two words: =
o
2]

Submit | Cancel

Posting Guidelines

We hope the conversations that take place on HarvardBusiness.org will be energetic, constructive, free-
wheeling, and provocative. To make sure we all stay on-topic, all posts will be reviewed by our editors and
may be edited for clarity, length, and relevance.

We ask that you adhere to the following guidelines.

No selling of products or services. Let's keep this an ad-free zone.

No ad hominem attacks. These are conversations in which we debate ideas. Criticize ideas, not the people
behind them.

No multimedia. If you want us to know about outside sources, please point to them, Don't paste them in.
We look forward to including your voices on the site - and learning from you in the process.

The editors

http://blogs.hbr.org/cs/2009/12/why_you_should fire yourself.html 1/3/2010



Topics
Change Management
Competition
Innovation
Leadership
Strategy

Skills
Emotional Intelligence
Managing Yourself
Measuring Business Performance
Project Management
Strategic Thinking

Industries
Finance & Insurance
Health Care Services
Manufacturing
Media & Telecommunications
Professional Services

About Us  Privacy Policy  Copyright Information ~ Trademark Policy
Harvard Business Publishing: Higher Education | Corporate Learning

Why Y ou Should Fire Yourself - The Conversation - Harvard Business Review

Search HBR.org

Today on HBR
Blogs

Books

Authors

Current Issue
Subscribe
International Editions
Guidelines for Authors

Subscriber Help
Products and Website Help

Page 6 of 6

@, SEARCH

RSS Feed

Email Newsletters

HBR on Twitter

HBR on Facebook

HBR on YouTube
Podcasts: Audio and Video
Harvard Business Mobile

HBR Atrticle Reprints

Case Studies

Books and Chapters

CDs and Audio

Special Collections
Conferences

Balanced Scorecard Report

| Harvard Business Review

Copyright © 2009 Harvard Business School Publishing. All rights reserved. Harvard Business Publishing is an affiliate

http://blogs.hbr.org/cs/2009/12/why_you_should fire yourself.html

1/3/2010



