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Introduction 
This document announces the launch of “The Inklings” community within our comapny, explains the 
nature and purpose of The Inklings, and attempts to answer some common questions you might 
have. 

“There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or 
more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a 
new order of things.” 

~ Niccolo Machiavelli 

Summary 

The Inklings is a self-organising community, with the aim to provide mutual support amongst its 
members for learning and self-development, plus a common frame of reference and vocabulary for all 
product development work, along with the opportunity to invite world-leading development experts to 
share their know-how with us.  
Membership will be open to all staff - managers and contractors included - and will be voluntary, by 
self-selection. The community, once established, will assume ownership of its own charter, articles of 
association, etc.. Founding principles include autonomy, mastery, and common purpose. 
We would like to see a growing number of product development staff – from many disciplines – self-
identify as members of the Inklings community. By so identifying, these folks will, in effect, be saying 
“yes, I believe in learning, in self-improvement, and in making things better”. This in turn will make the 
issue of learning and improvement more visible, and promote these ideas through a change in the 
kind of stories being told within the company. 

The Word “Inkling” 

ink·ling 
/ˈiNGkliNG/ 

Noun

A slight knowledge or suspicion; a hint. 

Synonyms

hint - intimation - allusion - clue - understanding - idea  

Purpose of “The Inklings” 

For any business involved in e.g. software, service and product development, a focus on how the 
work works, and by implication on making the work work better, can offer a host of commercial 
advantages. And for the folks working in businesses with such a focus, there can be numerous 
personal advantages too. 
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But both acquiring and maintaining this focus can seem daunting, especially for the individual, without 
the support of his or her peers and colleagues.  
“The Inklings” offers our people the chance to join a community of like-minded individuals, to both 
receive and provide mutual support in folks’ efforts to make the work work better, to share an 
enthusiasm for making things better, and to take ownership of the way the work works.  

“We’ve an inkling things can be better.” 
  
Incidentally, the Inklings also offers the prospect of bringing closer together people from our various 
product development groups around the world, and strengthening this wider sense of community 
within our extended community of customers and suppliers. 
And finally, the Inklings initiative enables access to world-class skills, experience, people and 
perspectives, in the form of internationally-recognised software and product development consultants 
and advisors, chosen by the Inklings community. And our wider community will be invited to 
participate in these learning opportunities, too. 

Autonomy, Mastery and Purpose 

Motivation is at the core of effective knowledge-work. Much evidence (cite) exists to suggest that 
extrinsic motivation is antithetical to effective knowledge-work, in which latter category we include all 
aspects of both software development work and product development work.  
Improved motivation, combined with ownership of the way the work works, often admits improvement 
to all aspects of product development work, leading to e.g. increased product quality, more 
innovation, improved productivity, more consistent flow of new ideas into the market, and increased 
job satisfaction. 
Research shows that Intrinsic motivation positively impacts engagement, quality and cognitive 
function, whereas extrinsic motivation (whether positive or negative) drives out intrinsic motivation, and  
detracts from engagement, quality and cognitive function. 
Intrinsic motivation in knowledge-work is a function of Autonomy, Mastery and Purpose (cf. Dan Pink) 

Continuous Improvement 

Most folks in our communities spend their days improving and supporting the company's products. 
Adding new features, fixing bugs, configuring particular installations, converting data for take-on of a 
new customer, and occasionally taking part in the creation of a major new version of a product. 
Although we might see this as "continually improving our products" this it not what Continuous 
Improvement is about. 
The idea of Continuous Improvement applies, primarily, not to our products, but to the way in which 
we do our work.  
I have seen little formal emphasis - in any of our product groups - on the relative effectiveness of the 
way in which work, day-to-day work, gets done. A focus on Continuous Improvement - which we 
might describe as "Rightshifting the organisation" - means paying attention to how well we tackle the 
one hundred and one things involved in the daily business-as-usual. 
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Always Joyful 

For me, non-violence is at the heart of any worthwhile social endeavour. This is at the heart of Product 
Aikido - our company Product Development doctrine. And the Inklings is no exception. As Marshall 
Rosenberg, the author of Nonviolent Communication, writes: 

“The kind of spirituality I value is one in which you get great joy out of con-
tributing to life, not just sitting and meditating, although meditation is cer-
tainly valuable. But from the meditation, from the resulting consciousness, I 
would like to see people in action creating the world that they want to live in.” 

~ Marshall B. Rosenberg 

Hence our motto, “Semper Mirabilis” - always joyful. :)  

Associated Terms 

Many of the words and terms associated with Continuous Improvement may seem unfamiliar or even 
alien at first sight. Not least the various terms borrowed from Japanese. Here's a short list of the some 
of the most commonly used terms: 

Kaizen

Kaizen is Japanese for “making improvements” or “changing things for the better”. In practice, Kaizen 
means making small, local and incremental improvements to the way the work works, in the hope of 
making things work better. I say “in the hope” because Kaizen generally involves making a small 
experimental change, and seeing if that change does in fact have the desired - or posited - beneficial 
effect. 

Kaikaku

Kaikaku is Japanese for “radical change” and is about making fundamental, wide-ranging and radical 
change to the way an organisation works.  

Rightshifting

Rightshifting is a term describing the objective of “improving the effectiveness of knowledge-work 
businesses”. It implies a focus on how the work works, and by implication, on making that work work 
better. 

Kanban

The original meaning of Kanban comes from Japanese, where it means signboard or billboard. It’s 
meaning has somewhat changed in the context of i.e. software and product development, where it 
more often refers to a specific (visual) technique and associated principles for organising and 
understanding the flow of work. 

Stakeholder

A Stakeholder is any person (or group) with a stake in the success (or failure) of an endeavour, such 
as the development of a new product, or the evolution of an existing product.   
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User Story

A User Story, is “a placeholder for a conversation” between e.g. people representing stakeholders 
(most often, the users) in a product under development and people with the job of building that 
product. Product development organisations that embrace the idea of “user story” often use the story 
as the unit of work.   

Improvement Story

An improvement Story is “a placeholder for a conversation” between e.g. people representing 
stakeholders in the way the (development) work works, and the people with the job of improving the 
way the work works. 

Gemba

Gemba, literally “the real place”, is a Japanese word generally translated in business as “the 
workplace” or “where the value-adding work happens”. 

Ba

Ba, the Japanese word for “place”, may best be understood as referring to the concept of a “shared 
space for emerging relationships”.   

Need

Need refers to things that are necessary for e.g. people, groups or organisations to live a heathy life.  

Value

See e.g. “What is Value?” 

Flow

See e.g. “Product Development Flow” 
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FAQ 
Why "Continuous Improvement"?

On the face of it, the argument in favour of Continuous Improvement goes like this: If we as an 
organisation get better at doing things, then costs come down, profitability goes up and the company 
is more successful. 
But for me, it runs much deeper. 
From the widely prevailing Theory-X perspective, ... 
But from the much less common Theory-Y point of view, ... 
See also: “The CI Vaccine” 

Being Better - At What?

Being better at meeting stakeholders' needs. That's what. That doesn’t sound like such a big deal, 
but as “Effective Product Development” explains, meeting stakeholders’ needs lies at the very heart of 
effective product development. 
And might we also also remember that not only do our products and services - both those existing 
and those under development - have a range of stakeholders, each with needs, but the way we go 
about our work also has stakeholders, and these each have certain needs, too.  

Why Not Just Launch a Continuous Improvement Programme?

Many organisations that want to get better do so through an explicit Continuous Improvement 
programme, or a series of such programmes. This approach very often leads to abject failure to 
actually improve anything.  
There are a host of reasons for this, but it boils down to one thing: Mindset. 
In particular, the prevailing mindset - so common to many businesses - that we can fix things in 
isolation. Most improvement programmes see the organisation as a machine, with parts that, if broken 
or sub-optimal, can be replaced without regard for other parts of the same “machine”. 
With the Inklings initiative, we’re not trying to fix anything (in particular), excepting maybe the collective 
mindset of the whole organisation. 
Rather, the Inklings idea builds --- positive psychology...  

Who Can Participate?

Anyone can become an Inklings member. We’re starting out with our development folks anywhere in 
the world, but in short order, anyone in the company, and maybe beyond, too. 
Note that participation is entirely voluntary. 

What's In It For Me?

Everyone’s different, and every person joining of the Inklings will likely find something different in it. But 
some of the common positives might include: 

• The opportunity to share ideas and a sense of fellowship with other like-minded souls. 
• Enhancing the feeling that you’re making a difference. 
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• The opportunity to deepen and widen your skills and expertise in software, service and 
product development. 

• Participation in shaping and influencing the way the work works in the company, with 
more opportunities for seeing your ideas on e.g. improving things considered, shared, 
discussed and implemented. 

• The opportunity to steer your own learning and development, and thus, career. 
• The opportunity to share in making life a little more wonderful for everyone in our com-

pany, customer organisations, and beyond. 
Semper Mirabilis 

How is The Inklings Likely to Evolve?

These are some timelines and likely milestones we envisage for The Inklings: 
Launch:	 [date] 
First organised event: 	 [date] 
First fifty members:	 [date] 
First global conference:	 [date] 
First one hundred members:	 [date] 

How Do I Join?

If you are willing to join the Inklings, it’s quite simple to sign up: Just send an email to [person] (who 
has very kindly volunteered to coordinate early membership and administration for the Inklings) stating 
something like “I have an Inkling that I, and we, can be better.” Your name, statement (and photo if 
you include one) will be added to the list of Inklings members. 
Maybe in due course the Inklings community will itself choose to add some more criteria for joining, or 
otherwise change how folks join. 

Who’s In Charge of the Inklings?

There’s no one person in charge. We intend the Inklings to be a self-organising community, run by all 
its members, for the mutual benefit of all its members (and for the wider company community also).  

How Do I Find Other Inklings?

One key purpose of the Inklings is to provide mutual support. To this end it might be useful if you 
know who is a fellow Inkling. To begin with, a list of members will be maintained by - and available 
from - [person]. The community itself may choose other ways to make members known, in due 
course. 

What Will the Inklings Achieve?

My foremost hope and intention is that the Inklings brings increased joy and fellowship to folks 
working in the product development group, and eventually across the company as a whole. And this 
seems congruent with our making our company a “destination employer” and a place where we all 
love to work, grow and contribute. 
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Isn’t The Inkings a Local Optimisation?

Yes. Quite true. Given that it’s focussed on product development and the existing boundaries of 
product development. When the company as a whole is ready to think systemically (synergistically), 
then maybe the Inklings will provide a model and/or cadre of people ready to help it make that 
transition happen rather more smoothly.  

How Will Folks Find the Time?

Making things better takes time. Even when supported by a more-or-less formal use of PDCA (the 
Shewhart cycle), it can be difficult for folks to find the time to i.e. learn, form hypotheses, design and 
conduct experiments, review results, and incorporate any positive changes into the fabric of the 
organisation.  
See also: “Two Masters”. 

And Finally

If you have any questions which are not answered well enough for you here, or any other questions, 
please get in touch and we can talk about how best to augment or update this FAQ. 
[email signature] 

Conclusion 
Creating and evolving a workplace where everyone can thrive ... 

Semper Mirabilis 

Official Logo 

Please feel free to use the following “Ink splat” image (official Inklings’ logo) in connection with the 
Inklings.   
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Further Reading 

Great Boss, Dead Boss ~ Ray Immelman 
Obliquity ~ John Kay 
Product Aikido ~ Bob Marshall (Product Development Doctrinal Publication 1) 
The Four Obsessions of an Extraordinary Executive ~ Patrick Lencioni 
Russell L. Ackoff advocates a ‘‘systemic’’ approach to innovation (pdf) 
About the original Inklings community 
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