Intrapreneurs at the gates1
Dr Leandro Herrero

I bring this topic here in this article as an example of the leader’s architecture,
designed to create space and place for people. And this is far from altruistic. It is an
example most applicable to medium or large organisations but the principles would
be more universally valid. I am talking here about self-contained, entrepreneurial
‘business units’ within a large organisation that can be designed to take advantage of
the large company context, but without its bureaucratic liability, and with the
attraction of the small ‘independent’ organisation. They live a symbiotic life with the
company, and somewhere else I have called them ‘SymBUnits’, that is symbiotic
business units. They are inside the firm. Individuals don’t have to open the gates
and go… but they are different from the rest. And here are the differences:
1. Protected boundaries. The borders of the unit, the group of
individuals or the ‘special team’, must be protected (by management)
but those borders may be permeable. Actually, they may even look
more like Monaco borders than Heathrow borders. When in Monte
Carlo, you have to look hard to see any visible difference from France
other than the police hats. But they have their own police, banking
system, laws and government. Some of these groups of entrepreneursinside-the-gates may be similar, separated more by an osmotic
membrane than a rigid organisation chart. But don’t be fooled,
accountability and clarity of goals will be there. Yes, some degree of
ambiguity may be necessary, and this is not everybody’s cup of tea.
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These units need to be particularly good at stakeholder management
and at nurturing their interfaces with the rest of the organisation. They
may need resources in and out, part-time people lent from other parts
of the company, and a mixture of secondments and fixed headcount,
all in one. Today’s structure may look different tomorrow. They may
represent a bit of a moving target for HR departments! But the
leadership needs to protect that permeability and those semi-invisible
borders to facilitate a sense of identity.
2. Clear, well-defined output intent. These groups must have a clear
idea of what they are going to deliver in return for their protected
uniqueness. Of course, their delivery must add value. Expectations
must be clearly defined and those expectations must be aligned with
their special charter, which, incidentally, must be well documented and
shared.
3. Operating model freedom. These units must be free to operate in a
different way from the rest of the organisation. Within the agreed
charter and their permeable boundaries, they must have protected
freedom to establish their own processes and sit outside the
homogeneity of the rest of the firm. They make their own rules. They
should not be forced to follow the same systems and procedures as
anybody else. If there is a massive, corporate, overall project
management system with defined reporting and control, for example,
they must be allowed to opt out if it’s not suitable. There is no point to
give them the borders, charters and protection and pretend that they
will behave like anybody else. If project teams report monthly to
management, these units may want to do it weekly or quarterly. That
can be agreed upfront, of course, but the whole point of having them is
that they can enjoy a more agile, fast-track, tailored way of doing
things. This is particularly worrying to command and control bosses.
4. Resource control. Within the agreed framework, these intrapreneurial
groups must fully control their allocated resources, with direct visible
accountability of their use. They must be free to outsource if needed.
They should be allowed to spend the money in the way they need, not
the way the rest of the organisation does. Scary again, but, yet, what’s
the point of having them following the same rules? At this point of my
presentation, I usually get things such as: “Oh my God, this is crazy, a
recipe for chaos.” But it is not, if you trust them enough to allow their
set-up.
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5. Magnet for talent. These ‘units’ must by design be magnets for talent
inside the firm (and outside). They must exhibit an ability to seduce and
attract the best hearts and minds. These units must pride themselves
to become ‘the place to be’, a prestige, elite space where growing
intellectual capital is as easy as growing mushrooms (in places where
mushrooms grow!) Inevitably, you are creating some sort of internal
competition, but this is healthy. The role of other parts of the
organisation is to become ‘the place to be’ themselves as well, not to
complain about unfair treatment or differentiation. There is no law that
says that you have to run parts of the organisation that must be defined
as ‘the places not to be’. If there are lousy processes and boring work,
these have been created by man. Man can change that.
6. High Brokerage skills. Although brokerage is part of normal
leadership, these ‘units’ must be exquisite at that capability, They will
have to constantly negotiate with other parts of the organisation to
protect their boundaries, use ad hoc resources, and make trade-offs.
Their leader is their Master Broker. The leader of these units must be
unapologetically contagious in his or her energy, determination and
passion. Passion is not necessarily jumping in the corridor singing and
clapping – business passion is a deep belief in what one is doing
(when in doubt, look at your entrepreneur friends who left, passing
through those open gates).
7. Identity and destiny. And now it gets even more philosophical (and
scarier for standard managers). These units must have a sense of
‘any-size-d’ destiny, as I mentioned in chapter 1. I don’t mind whether
you use a big D or small d, but sense of destiny means that they share
a good awareness of their potential unique impact on the organisation.
They want to be remembered as ‘the ones who did such and such, who
developed that product, who created that new idea, who
commercialised that opportunity, etc’. People in these intrapreneurial
cells have a high sense of belonging. The unit is their reference place.
They are aware of their elite status and all the benefits and the
liabilities associated with it.
8. Knowledge incubation. These units thrive on knowledge creation,
sharing and transfer. They invest heavily on training and development
of their people on anything that is necessary even if it’s not part of the
training portfolio available in the company. If somebody needs to be
trained on something specific that is desperately needed, here you go,
here is the ticket and the credit card, go and get it. They take
intellectual leadership seriously and pay a lot of attention to their own
recycling of skills and capabilities. Incidentally, they control their
training budget, the one that usually gets cut around September time
when the company needs to make some ‘savings to compensate for
the lower than expected sales in Singapore’ and/or the ‘unfavourable
currency con-version’.
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9. Urgency ethos. They have a culture sense of urgency. Sense of
urgency is not synonymous of all-fast-at-any-cost. They have a motto:
“Life is short”. They protect their ‘time to think’ but then, it’s all go. They
politely answer the concerns about quality by professing quality as a
given, as a ‘pass’, as a baseline, not as an aim in itself. Whilst other
people produce quality ideas, quality products, quality services and
quality goods for the sake of quality, they produce them for the sake of
the output itself, their added value, which just happens to have high
quality. Quality is a given, slowness is not negotiable. As I mentioned in
the previous chapter - referring to ‘the tyranny of the or’- many people
around them say that it’s one or the other, quality or speed, one
compromises the other, they can’t have it both ways. To which they
respond, “Watch me!”
10. Emergent architecture. Over time, the shape of the SymBUnits,
intrapreneurial units, in-venture groups or whatever you may choose to
call them, may change. The composition of members, nature of their
network, size of the operation, etc. may evolve. However, the
foundations remain.
You have noticed that I have been calling these groups differently all the time. This is
by design because it is not a question of creating a new ‘theory of the organisation’
or ‘a new model’ but applying the principles no matter what form, shape or label.
Structural evolution in these groups follows more of a self-organising path than a
designed plan. Identity remains high all the time, but the borders of those Monacos
may look like a moving target.
The old Arab choice between having enemies inside the tent but pissing out
(annoying) or having them outside the tent but pissing in (more annoying), also
applies here. Choosing between all those about-to-leave people (going outside the
tent and eventually pissing in) and creating an inside-the-tent strategy (definitely far
more hygienic) that keeps talent in the organisation… Well, it’s your choice. You will
also introduce healthy internal competition. These ‘structures’ are ideal for internal
ventures, fast-track development projects, expansions into new fields, special
projects, one-stop problem solving ‘teams’, internal product incubators, hosts for
different product-development life cycles inside the same organisation, or just
intrapreneurial pockets retaining talent.
I am told that on the door of a GE facility in India there is a sign: ‘Trespassers will be
recruited’. You as leader should have an equivalent sign for your organisation,
perhaps something along the lines of ‘Leavers will be seduced and recruited again.’

Copyright © 2007-2008 - The Chalfont Project Ltd
www.thechalfontproject.com

You can read more about this dimension (Time and Space) by choosing from this
list:
• It’s time, stupid!
•

Protecting time

•

The ‘always on’ leader

•

Leadership and the end of time

•

Leadership is creating spaces

•

Social space

•

Sitting quietly alone

•

But I never heard the builders

•

100K investment lost

You can also read more about the other two dimensions by choosing from this list:
2. Homes
3. Legacy
If you want to read more about leadership or want to continue reading from the
above, you can read it all in my book The Leader with Seven Faces: finding your
own ways to practice leadership in today’s organization.
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