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REVIEWED BY CHARLTON R. PRICE CMC

Charles Handy has been a jack of sev-
eral trades and master of all he’s

tried—international oil company exec-
utive, conference center director, “a
rather renegade professor of business,”
and of late, broadcaster for the BBC,
writer, and social philosopher. His
“beliefs, such as they are,” stem from all
these sources, from being the son of a
Protestant vicar in rural Catholic Ireland,
and from long colleagueship with re-
nowned student-philosophers of organi-
zational life such as Warren Bennis, Ed
Schein,Dick Beckhard,and Mason Haire.

These two small volumes could be
considered two parts of one book,“The
Latest from Charles Handy.”Part 1 (Wait-
ing for the Mountain . . . ) is a collection

of some of his short broadcast essays for
BBC Radio. Part 2 (Twenty-one Ideas . . . )
is “for all those who want to make it pos-
sible for others to make things happen.”
(What better definition of consulting to
management?) 

He’s mainly interested in why peo-
ple and organizations behave as they do.
He hopes to use these insights to look
freshly at typical and pervasive dilemmas
and issues in management and in orga-
nizations, thereby to “goad or encourage
people to do their own thinking about
these things.”This he does not do didac-
tically, but conversationally and collabo-
ratively, as if to say, here’s something I’ve
observed or wondered—have you
thought about this, too? In this way
Handy demonstrates how we might
explore—with colleagues, clients, friends,
and family—many matters that should
be of mutual concern but too often
aren’t. Each of the short sections in each
book offers just such point or observa-
tion.He’s profound without being pushy
or pontifical.His views can be put to use
at once, in surprisingly varied ways,“for
managing your company and yourself.”
Thus a dust-jacket blurb is not, for once,
just hype when it notes that “a book
from Charles Handy can be compared
to a fine wine: beautifully balanced,
smooth yet provocative, and a topic of

conversation long after the final sip.”
(You have gathered by now that this is a
favorable review?)

The two books fit together especially
well because Handy’s take on work and
on life, based on the kinds of experience
noted above, is consistent throughout.
For most of the aphorisms he offers in
Part 1, there are applications or contin-
uations of the thought in Part 2. Some
examples:

■ Trust and collaboration. Handy
believes trust and forgiveness are not
much in evidence today because too
often neither party cares whether the
relationship continues or not. And, he
adds,“If we really did love our neighbors
as ourselves, most of our neighbors
would have a pretty raw deal . . . In the
end, getting organized means making no
excuses for not treating people properly.
It’s really very simple, but very difficult.”

■ Communication. Handy remembers
one of his bosses for his “annoying habit
of assuming that I knew everything that
was going on in his mind. . . . Mental
telepathy is not, I fear, a reliable means of
communicating in most organizations.”

■ Being oneself. Handy mines much
meaning from the concept of the Johari
Window. (This theory—originated a
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generation ago by two American social
psychologists named Joe and Harry—is
a way of identifying what people know
or don’t know, or do and do not reveal,
about themselves to others.) “Organiza-
tions force us, or allow us, depending on
your viewpoint, to escape from ourselves
and play a part. . . . It can be damaging in
the end.” Happily, Handy observes, the
damage may well be limited, simply by
the passage of time: “The nice thing
about getting older is that . . . you dis-
cover that being oneself, being truly one-
self, is really rather fun.What’s more, it
turns out that no one is taken in by the
image anyway.”

As reported in other C2M reviews of
Handy’s recent writings, he’s been
focused especially on how the nature of
work life is rapidly changing—toward
“portfolio careers,” with different kinds
of work at different stages in life or
within the same life phase, and the emer-
gence of “shamrock”organizations,with
different kinds of work and involvement.
This is why he thinks the term work must
itself be redefined—as “effort and energy
that is deliberately applied.”This effort
and energy may or may not be for pay.
It may be “gift work” (volunteering).Or
it may be recreative, as in sport, or in tak-
ing some risk to grow and or to realize
new opportunities.“We are not playing
with words here,” he maintains. “The
redefinition of work in modern society
is changing the way we look at our lives
and at our priorities.”

In organizations, there is another ver-
sion of this same diversity.Thinking of
all the people connected to the organi-
zation as “employees” or “human
resources” both masks and distorts what

is happening.There are, or will be soon,
three different kinds of involvement,
three leaves of the shamrock, in all kinds
of organizations, not just business or pro-
fessional firms:

■ A core group of professionals who
tend to the basic mission and repre-
sent the organization’s intellectual
property.

■ A contracted-for group: these are
people who arrive and leave depend-
ing on what “skill sets” (not Handy’s
term, but a current cliché) are needed
for projects at hand. (Some of these
kinds of people are sometimes called
consultants.) 

■ A third, flexible group of temporaries
and part-timers, mostly with lower
rates of pay but with the most free-
dom to create “portfolio” careers
(“flexibles” may soon make up as
much as a quarter of all paid workers
in some industrialized countries).

Handy speaks even more to consul-
tants to management than to their clients,
because a responsible consultant cannot
avoid engaging clients in thinking about
the kinds of issues Handy is raising. For
instance, who really is the client in a
shamrock organization? We like to say
that the client is the whole organization.
But how can this be, when so many are
so differently involved, and when what
Handy calls the core group, the conven-
tional client for the consultant, is proba-
bly the smallest leaf of the three?

Here may be Handy’s most signifi-
cant observation: Most of the important
questions are open questions.Not what’s
the capacity of the production line, or
what’s our market share? Those are

closed questions, with right and wrong
answers. Open questions are: How do I
persuade him or her or them to do what
ought to be done? What about the fact
that “next year is an unsolved problem
for which last year’s solutions provide no
help”? What’s right and what’s wrong?
What do I want to do with my life?
Such questions we and our clients
should not avoid asking ourselves, and
each other.
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