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CHAD: Hi this is Chad, your host. I train product managers through this podcast, as well 

as through ecourses. Get the notes on both, the training I do using the Product Mastery 

Roadmap, and the summary of this episode at www.theeverydayinnovator.com/089. I 

hope you check it out. Are there times that product managers need to be disobedient? 

You know, not do exactly what they were asked to do? To explore the topic, I spoke 

with Bob McGannon, who has great experience with this through the lens of project 

management. Now, remember, the purpose of project management is to develop a 

product or service, so product managers and innovators have much they can learn from 

the field of project management. I know I sure have. He is the vice president of 

Mindavation which focuses on helping businesses increase their capabilities in the 

portfolio program and project management areas. Bob has set up project management 

programs on three continents, he has 25 years of IT project management and project 

analysis experience, and 18 of those years are with IBM. Now, in the discussion, you’re 

going to learn about the value of project management and how both project and product 

managers need to exercise intelligent disobedience. I think you’ll find it really 

interesting. Again, get the notes for this discussion at 

www.theeverydayinnovator.com/089. Enjoy the interview. 

[1:46] 

CHAD: Hi Bob, thanks for joining me and The Everyday Innovators and talking about 

project management with us. 

BOB: Is my pleasure. Chad, it is good to be with you. 

CHAD: I want to let the listeners know that you are down in Australia. It’s about 10:30 

PM for you and about 6:30 AM for me here in Colorado and our internet quality has 

been pretty good, but in case the audio drops out anywhere, we’ll just kind of backup 

and redo that part, so we’ll try to make sure everything’s clear for everyone listening.   

BOB: Not a problem. 

CHAD: And, I’m sitting here with coffee. I should have coffee and you should have a 

glass of wine probably, being the end of your day. 

BOB: We’ll work on that when we’re done.  

CHAD: I was going to mention…I’m doing mushroom coffee these days. Have you 

heard of mushroom coffee? 

BOB: I have not heard of mushroom coffee. 

CHAD: I came across this in a Tim Ferriss podcast. I listen to him some of the time. 

He’s the original Four-Hour Workweek guy, Four-Hour Body, Four-Hour Chef, and 

there’s a company called Four Sigmatic that makes mushroom coffee, and the one I’m 
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drinking, it’s supposed to improve cognitive abilities. There’s either placebo effect or it 

actually helps, who knows?  

BOB: I need to try that for all sorts of reasons, I guess. 

CHAD: I drink my coffee and I sit down to focus to write, and I actually get something 

done, so you know… it’s working. 

BOB: That’s good.  

CHAD: As far as I can tell, there aren’t any other side effects of the mushrooms, so who 

knows? 

[3:17] 

BOB: You might have to ask others whether that’s the case, though, Chad. 

CHAD: I haven’t seen things yet, but it could happen. For project management, I’m 

really eager for our discussion today. I think it’s going to help people who are new to 

project management, as well as more experienced. We’re going to cover kind of a range 

of really interesting topics. Let’s first start with some basics. What’s the value of project 

management? 

BOB: A project ultimately brings change to an organization. When you have change to 

an organization, different people are going to have different perceptions of what that 

change is, what the outcome should be, or outcomes should be. There are also going to 

be a number of approaches you can take to ultimately get to that outcome. The project 

manager ultimately works with the team and with the organization itself, to align a 

definition of those outcomes, a description of those outcomes, and it ultimately brings 

together a team to work on what a commonly understood pathway is to get to those 

outcomes. And then once the project gets executing, they’re keeping all the 

stakeholders involved, management involved, and sometimes you learn new things 

along the way so you can bring that learning into the project as well. It’s a lot of work, 

particularly if you’ve got a larger project or it spans multiple locations. 

CHAD: I think an aspect there…anyone that’s been on a project that wasn’t managed 

well, we know that pain of that. Things took longer, we were probably working overtime, 

and not accomplishing what we needed to, and sometimes project management gets a 

bad rap, because people say, we had project management in place, but probably not 

actual good project management practices. So we just had a break in the Skype 

connection, and so I’m just going to start with my observation from what you’re saying, 

Bob, that if we’ve been on projects that don’t go well, they just feel bad to us, right? 

We’re working too hard, we’re not meeting the schedule, we’re not getting everything 

accomplished that we were supposed to, we feel the need for better project 

management, right?  
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BOB: Yeah, and sometimes project management gets a bad name because it really 

isn’t helping to manage the project. Sometimes that could be because you have 

someone that’s doing too little of the project management techniques that are effective, 

so the project’s not benefitting from the coordination of that. If you do too much project 

management, that also is burdensome, because you’re adding things to the 

administrative aspects of the projects that aren’t pragmatic and aren’t helping you get to 

the outcome. So seeing both of those extremes, if you will, or non-optimal mixes of 

project management can be pretty disruptive, actually, and make it very, very hard to 

get to the outcome. Interestingly enough, however, there isn’t a lot of science you can 

apply, to determine what the right level of project management is. It’s more of an art 

than anything else, and takes a lot of practice and some guidance, which is often why 

people dive into a project management exercise based on procedures or techniques 

they’ve read in a book, which ultimately work, but they don’t have that mix of experience 

that they can apply as well, so they know how much of that technique to use in a given 

situation. 

[6:40] 

CHAD: Yeah, the interesting thing about projects is the wide variety of people that we 

encounter in life, we encounter them on projects. That makes every project different. 

BOB: And on top of that, it is pretty rare to have a project where your project team 

members are doing and working on your project and just your project. Typically, in a 

business, they have business-as-usual common operational responsibilities as well, and 

the project is an additional item. So they’re consistently juggling things and they’re also 

juggling the desires of two managers—they’re own manager and you, as the project 

manager on what it is that you need. That adds another dimension, if you will, to 

bringing all that together and coordinating those efforts so it creates the right outcome.  

CHAD: What are some of those basic skills that are helpful to project managers, that 

make a good project manager? 

BOB: Yeah, I would say first and foremost, you have to be a good and enthusiastic 

communicator. And you have to be able to be comfortable communicating to someone 

that’s, you know, a worker bee, if you will, whatever term you want to use, and someone 

that is in the corner office, and everyone in between. So first and foremost is that 

communication. The second thing is persistence, because you often have to do a 

number of things at the same time and you have to continue to promote the objectives 

of the project. I think the third thing is…I want to say, a full mind, a whole mind, because 

project management has this left-brained, procedural, build a schedule, 

predecessor/successor logic sort of elements to it, but at the same time, stakeholder 

management, particularly of senior stakeholders in the organization, is more than just 

communicating to them. It’s understanding what drives them, sometimes understanding 

when to ask them a question, when to listen, when to push an agenda, and that is a 
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really significant art and a significant right-brained exercise, if you will, if you traditionally 

look at what happens in the different hemispheres of your brain. So I would say it’s a 

whole-minded exercise. You have to be comfortable in dealing with both things.  

CHAD: Yep. There’s a book actually I’ve used in a university course before, called Right 

Brain Project Management. It’s that notion of the other perspective that you need for 

managing teams and people and communicating. So, very good. For the product 

managers that are listening, that might be newer to project management, I always 

stumble when I use both of those in the same sentence, or product managers doing 

project management, what advice would you give them for getting started in project 

management? 

[9:41] 

BOB: First thing, and I can’t emphasize this enough, it’s different. Product management 

and project management are more than just two different words. The interesting thing is 

that product management often looks like project management, and vice versa. So 

product management is the process of getting from an idea to an outcome. Project 

management is the same thing. You start with an idea and you end up with an outcome. 

But, project management has some other components to it. The analysis of risk, this 

working with different stakeholders and understanding maybe, in their own minds, what 

those stakeholders think they’re doing that is successful and where they may be failing. 

So you might have a really, really good idea and it’s going to cost another $10. But if 

you’re going to go to a significant stakeholder who has just been told, “You have 

fantastic ideas but you spend too much money bringing them to fruition” and you walk 

into their office with this fantastic idea that’s going to cost another $10, that might not 

work. So it’s a matter of managing through that situation and understanding how to 

communicate, when to communicate, and ultimately how to support the goals and 

objectives of stakeholders and those goals and objectives don’t always align. So there’s 

a difference between the two, but there’s a lot of overlap. So the first thing to 

understand is if you’re used to a product development lifecycle, even though you might 

see some of the terms and characteristics of that in a project management lifecycle, you 

have to understand there are these other management, right-brained management 

components to it. 

CHAD: When I’ve spoken to project management groups, I tend to think in terms of 

project management and project managers being more task-driven in the sense of, you 

know, we have typically been given requirements for a project and we’re going to knock 

off the tasks that are required to fulfilling that. Compared to product management, which 

tends to be a little bit more out of the box thinking, because usually we’re doing 

something new in product management, that people haven’t done before, in some 

sense. What are your thoughts on that? 
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BOB: The interesting thing is that a project lifecycle is going to be different based on the 

nature of what is the product that you are creating. So let me give you an example of an 

instance where I had some conflict with one of our clients. We have a client that’s a 

manufacturing organization and 90% of the projects they do are manufacturing related. 

They have taken their product management lifecycle and they’ve applied it to project 

management. They have what they call a two-way design review, which in a 

manufacturing environment says, what are we going to build, what are the 

characteristics of what we’re going to build and what are the manufacturing, engineering 

components that we need to do either leveraging what we have today or changing them 

in order to manufacture the product and then they bring managers together and they do 

a two-way review. If you apply to an information technology project where you do a 

design on paper and you’re going to contract another vendor who might have a 

commercial off-the-shelf product, but you don’t know the inner details of it, and you try 

to apply the two-way logic to it, it works to a point because there are certain things and 

objectives in organizational changes that you might identify, but then you’ve called it a 

design review and you’ve passed the design review, but then you bring the product in 

and you start to configure it and, wait a minute, we’re changing the design. But that’s 

the intent. So it’s a different model where different steps toward that outcome are 

realized at different points in the lifecycle. Again, it’s one of those instances where, you 

know, I talk about product management and project management being different and it 

also varies based on the nature and characteristics of the product you’re trying to create 

or build or change. 

[14:12] 

CHAD: Very good. I want to transition us a little bit. Just for some background for 

listeners, too, we met through one of your former trainers, someone who trained for your 

group, because he attended a product management workshop I was doing, and he 

thought you and I would hit it off. He was right, because when we first talked a few 

years ago, we enjoyed doing so. Somewhere along some of those early conversations, 

you mentioned a topic to me that really resonated with me, both from my experiences in 

project management, and then doing product management so much. It really also ties 

back to what you shared just a moment ago—the importance of communication, 

persistence and whole brain, and that need to be able to communicate to executives, 

which have those uncomfortable conversations some of the time. You called this 

intelligent disobedience. As you were talking about that a few years ago, I thought, that 

applies to much to product management, because like I said before, we’re doing new 

things which rub people the wrong way some of the time, and we need to somehow 

work through that and influence them. Let’s just start by describing what you mean by 

intelligent disobedience. 

BOB: I wish I had invented the phrase. I didn’t. The phrase comes from the world of 

seeing-eye dogs. So picture this, Chad. You are in need of a seeing-eye dog and the 
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dog is on a very rigid harness and that allows the dog to more easily guide you, but it 

also allows you to command the dog. You may be walking down a street, stop because 

you need to do something or you encounter someone you know and you have a bit of a 

chat and then you want to start up again. So you let the dog know that you want to 

proceed forward. The dog, however, should not be obeying your commands all of the 

time, because you might be hit by a car or step into a hole, or run into an obstacle if 

you’re on a busy street. It’s a characteristic that only 1/3 of the dogs that go through 

seeing-eye dog training possess. And that is, intelligent disobedience: when to obey a 

command, and when to disobey a command. I think that whole concept applies to 

leadership and management as well, particularly in leadership. There are times when 

you look at the procedures and you say, these aren’t going to work and get us this 

outcome in this instance. You might have been told to do something by your manager 

and then you’re in front of the client and you see what’s unfolding, and you go, this is 

not going to give us the outcome, or this is not going to work. This is not going to be in 

our best interest or the client’s. 

[16:58] 

BOB: So do you have what it takes to be able to take those risks and we’ll talk more 

about this, I’m sure, and other aspects of intelligent disobedience, but do you have the 

wherewithal to bend the rules, change the rules, or flat-out do something different than 

what it is you were told to do as a means of protecting the organization from itself and 

getting the outcomes that you desire. You’re absolutely right when you talk about that 

and the whole idea of a new product and what it means is pushing some boundary 

somewhere. Based on people’s comfort level with what that is, it could be considered 

disobedience to even be talking about changing some product in some manner, 

because it’s really something that has been embraced, and maybe it’s been successful 

for your organization for a very long time, and you don’t want to change it, but that 

doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. And the concept of intelligence disobedience is saying, you 

know, that may not be something that we should just assume we shouldn’t touch. 

Maybe it’s time to start talking about it, maybe it’s time to say no, that’s not a rule that 

works anymore. Or if we’re going to continue to gain market share or break into a new 

market with a new product, that may be something that is not serving us well and it’s 

having the wherewithal to put that discussion on the table sometimes. 

CHAD: It’s such an important concept that I think some people need to warm up to, this 

idea of being disobedient to what you’ve been told to do. That’s that intelligent 

characteristic, too, and I was just reminded. I’ve been listening to the audiobook of 

Creativity, Inc. which is the cofounder of Pixar that was sharing his business experience 

and how over Walt Disney animation. When that merger came about, they were 

acquired by Walt Disney but still left in control, he had shared with employees at Pixar, 

to give them comfort, that nothing’s going to change. He made the statement to give 

them comfort that we’re not going to change who we are at Pixar. Unfortunately, he said 
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this came back to him too many times. He finally had to have a series of three meetings 

with everyone until this stuck, that he meant he wasn’t going to let the influences of Walt 

Disney change what they do, but just like they always have had to reinvent themselves 

every time they do a new animated picture, there will be change coming. That’s part of 

this intelligent disobedience factor, is knowing those things we did in the past might not 

be right for us now. What made us successful before might not be the thing that makes 

our success next. 

[19:41] 

BOB: Absolutely. On occasion, you will see what I call the opposite of intelligent 

disobedience in some people as well, and it’s malicious obedience. Malicious obedience 

is something you can hear more than see, because it sounds like, okay, if that’s what 

you want me to do, that’s what I’ll do. You hear that sort of tone in people’s voices and 

that’s the person that knows that this is not going to generate the outcome that you are 

wanting. But you’ve told me to do it, so I’m going to do it. You can tell just by the tone 

and the voice inflection and how that is conveyed that, okay, here we go. So there is an 

opposite of intelligent disobedience. It’s malicious obedience. 

CHAD: I like that contrast. And you can hear that, like you said, you can listen for that. 

And then you know, there might be other perspectives here that need to be considered 

before you just push headstrong into this. That’s important. So you mentioned risks a bit 

ago. There’s this whole notion, especially in product management, of the need for risk-

taking, the need to fail fast because that’s how we learn. If we’re doing something new, 

new things are new to us so we’re going to make mistakes along the way to figure out 

what works and doesn’t work, but advice to some companies that want to be more 

innovative is, just take more risks. It’s easy to say that sort of thing, but can you tease 

that apart for us a little bit? What’s really involved in risk-taking from an intelligent 

disobedience perspective?  

BOB: I guess the first thing I want to say is, before we go down that path, of talking 

about risk specifically, is you can manage risk with doing some homework. What is an 

active intelligent disobedience in one organization may be commonplace in another. 

Challenging your manager in a public forum: some companies absolutely embrace that 

and they want that kind of dialogue and they encourage it, and others are going to, that 

is not something you’re going to do. It might work…well, it may never work in some 

instances, but in other instances it might work one-on-one subsequent to a discussion 

for you to go forward. So I want to say that what could be very, very risky in one 

environment may not be that risky in another. 

[22:03] 

BOB: So this is an individual scenario sort of a thing. I think that’s important to 

understand, because I can’t look at you and say, Chad, that’s an active intelligence 

disobedience, because it may be commonplace already in the organization. It probably 
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wouldn’t be viewed as disobedient. In some cases, maybe not doing it would be viewed 

as disobedient. It’s like, you’re supposed to speak up, that’s why we’re all here. So I just 

want to put that context in before I start talking about risks. So the idea of managing risk 

in an intelligence disobedience context is to do your homework. You should understand 

the culture of the organization. You should understand the desire of your management 

team. You should understand the desire of your clients, and you should understand the 

environment. Let me give you an example. I may be working on a project in an aviation 

company. I’m actually working in some now, so this is sort of present and in my face at 

the moment. If I want to take some risks relative to the way they do some analytics on 

the financials, and put some things out there, that’s low-risk in some respects, because 

you can put draft on it, you can review it with people and that sort of thing. But if I’m 

going to, and as someone who flies on airplanes a lot and I know you do now and then 

as well, Chad, and I’m sure many of your listeners do, if you’re applying those sort of 

risks to the way maintenance is applied to an aircraft, that’s a much riskier environment, 

it’s regulated by the FAA in the United States, there’s a number of different things. 

That’s going to be a much riskier proposal. Intelligence disobedience, if I’m doing 

something in the finance area of this aviation company, minimal risk because I might 

have to deal with some perception issues. But if I’m going to do something to change 

the way maintenance is applied to an aircraft or a maintenance plan for an aircraft is 

crafted, I have to be really, really careful and do a lot of homework, do some other tests, 

do some sorts of things, because that disobedience could become not very intelligent 

very quickly if I’m not careful. So it’s a matter of doing your homework. It’s a matter of 

understanding the context. Pharmaceuticals is another great example. I’m going to take 

some shortcuts at some point as a means to get to creating a new medical product or a 

new drug or whatever the case may be. But then there is a very, very distinct discipline 

that you need to go through for testing or evaluation or processing of the data that you 

ultimately only get through clinical trials, etcetera. You don’t mess with that. That’s not 

intelligent. That’s very, very high risk if you’re going to do something like that. So it’s 

doing your homework, understanding the context in which you’re trying to get something 

done differently, and understanding the latitude you might have in ultimately getting to 

that outcome. 

[25:11] 

CHAD: I was thinking back to an instance where a new way of doing something was 

being proposed. It wasn’t the life and death kind of, like the maintenance on the aircraft 

could really change things and impact people in a real way. But it was still kind of a big 

deal to the organization. The person presenting the idea said that, oh, this is going to be 

a pilot. We’re just going to do a pilot. That completely changed the acceptance all of a 

sudden, by putting this in the context of this is a pilot project, and we’ll just learn from it 

and we’ll go from there. That was a way to get what was seen as too much risk for us, 

to be, okay we can do that. That’s acceptable and we’ll learn from it.  
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BOB: Yeah, you’re containing scope. I heard a quote from Nelson Mandela a couple of 

weeks ago, that says, “I don’t lose, I win or I learn.” I think a pilot project, that is the best 

way to describe a pilot project. You don’t lose. If you do it right and you set it up right 

and you contain the scope in the area where you’re applying something, you’ll either win 

because it works, or you’ll learn. I think that’s a perfect way to engage in something that 

is innovative and take an intelligent disobedience angle in some instances.  

CHAD: I love innovation quotes. I’m going to add that one to my list. I appreciate you 

sharing that one. I either win or I learn. That sums up how we should think about this 

doing new things and learning from it. So you talked about the culture having to be 

aware of the culture and what’s acceptable in that culture regarding risk, and then, in an 

intelligent way, pushing the boundaries some to take risks that really add value for both 

the customer and the organization, because we have both sides of that equation that we 

care about in product management. Along the way, when you’re taking risks, you’re 

obviously involving others and the reason why risks is seen as negative sometimes is 

because of how other people perceive your actions and what you want to do. So 

relationships are certainly part of this intelligent disobedience perspective. How do you 

manage those relationships and try to build influence in those relationships? 

BOB: First of all, if you want someone to trust, you need to trust them first. If you want 

someone to share really what they’re thinking, their emotions about something, if I want 

to work with a senior stakeholder and say, where do you feel you’re succeeding and 

where do you feel you’re failing and you want to do something different, I need to take a 

personal risk, if you will, to share that first. I’m ultimately, what do they say? You display 

the behavior you’re hoping to get. 

[28:08] 

BOB: That’s the first thing. The context of intelligent disobedience is not done because, 

gee, I’m feeling kind of radical today. It’s because there’s an outcome and there’s a 

circumstance that you’re ultimately trying to avoid or enhance or expand, or whatever 

the case may be, to get to this outcome, and describing that to the people that you’re 

working with, and having them understand that I think is very, very important, or they’re 

going to look at you like, what are you doing? This is different. We don’t do this this way, 

or whatever the case may be. But in the context of intelligence disobedience, there’s 

some things that you do by yourself. I’m having a conversation one-on-one with a client, 

I sense something and I may be doing something that’s stretching the process, bending 

the process, or breaking the process in which you’d normally work with a client. In some 

cases, I may be leading a team down and doing something that we normally don’t do. 

That’s okay if you communicate with them and you understand that they have your 

understanding in the buy-in and that you’ll raise your hand and say if there’s darts to be 

thrown after this, I’ll take them. And you have to do just that. Defend the team. In some 

instances, let’s talk about your project or your product sponsor, or your product owner if 

you’re working in an agile environment. Sometimes people consider their role to prevent 
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risk from impacting those individuals. That actually inhibits intelligent disobedience, 

because your manager, your sponsor, or the product owner, may be absolutely okay 

with engaging in a bit of intelligent disobedience. They may want to take a risk because 

they see potential of that outcome. Your role in that case is to be able to have the 

relationship to say, I think this is a risk. I think this is how this risk may manifest itself, I 

think this is how I can contain the risk, and ask the question is this something that is 

within your realm of comfort, to give this a try. Maybe it is a pilot project or maybe it’s 

taking a completely different or non-standard approach with a client that’s being very 

difficult. It could be a number of things. But it’s a matter of communicating ahead of time 

that this is what you’re going to do and this is what the outcome is, or if it’s something 

that happens spontaneously, like I mentioned in a one-on-one discussion with a client 

and you said, aha, I think I understand what’s happening and you did something that 

was differing from the rules, to very, very quickly thereafter, talk to the people that may 

be affected by that and say, this was the circumstance, this is what was presented to 

me, and this is what I thought was in the best interest of the organization. And then go 

forward from there. There’s a communication component to it. In many cases, in more 

cases probably ahead of time, but certainly it might be immediately thereafter. 

[31:19] 

CHAD: Part of that where you talked about describing the outcome, doing this exercise 

of what is the vision for this, why are we wanting to go down this path in the first place, 

talk about how things will be different and how things will be better. I can imagine these 

conversations taking place at Kodak at one time, who the…I forget Steve’s last name, 

who invented the digital camera at Kodak, and Kodak had the patents on it and then he 

could not tell anyone for 10 years about it. I’m sure there were conversations going on 

about, “Oh, but the future could be different for us,” but we couldn’t get our hands 

around what that actually would mean to the business. 

BOB: I think it’s a notable thing, is to a number of acts of intelligent disobedience do not 

come to fruition because of something that’s considered too risky or too different or too 

disruptive. It’s too something, and people are going to react too negatively or whatever 

the case may be, and label it the elephant in the room, or whatever the case may be. I 

think a lot of acts of intelligent disobedience involve shining a light onto that and say, 

“Look at this thing in the room with a trunk and it’s big and we’re ignoring it.” Sometimes 

that is the toughest act of intelligent disobedience because everybody may be aware of 

it and no one may be saying it for whatever reason, but in some instances it could be 

that whatever background or event that might have occurred in your life, you see 

something that somebody else doesn’t. It’s very interesting. I think there’s another story 

that, and I wish I could cite this study in more detail. Maybe I can look it up after we’re 

done with this conversation, Chad, but there was a study done in Europe of the top five 

hundred companies in the world and they separated the companies by financial 

performance by one factor. That’s whether they had a woman on the board of directors 
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or not. So all male board of directors in one bucket, with at least one female on the 

board of directors in the other bucket. The companies that had at least one female on 

the board of directors out-performed those that were all male, by over 30%. I thought 

this was astounding. 

[33:52] 

BOB: They started to do some research as to why, and so they were talking to people 

on these boards and how they changed when a woman was on there, and basically, the 

feedback came back and said women, as a general rule in this scenario and the context 

of the study, were much more apt to say, “I don’t understand. You haven’t convinced 

me.” Whereas maybe in an all-male environment for ego approaches, being very 

forceful, whatever the case may be, no one’s contending that. Basically the consensus 

was, oh yeah, when there are women in a room they don’t hesitate at all compared to 

men to say, “I don’t understand.” So it’s causing people to do more homework, explain it 

more clearly, bring up the potential issues and there’s a great example. To me, that is a 

great example of intelligent disobedience. When everybody’s in the room nodding and 

you just don’t get it, to say, “Try again. I don’t understand. Help me out.” Which by the 

way, is a really good way to approach this when you’re going to challenge somebody, is 

to put the burden on yourself. Don’t say, “Chad, you haven’t explained this well, I don’t 

get it.” Or, “Help me understand” puts that burden on you versus somebody else. I think 

it’s a really, really notable thing to sometimes say, “Wait a minute, the dots aren’t 

connecting for me.” It can be a very significant act of intelligent disobedience. 

CHAD: I do remember that study and I can’t cite it either, but the significance of a 

woman on a board and just the diversity that’s really needed for perspective. The other 

aspect of that is the courage that’s actually required to even do the humble thing which 

you suggested, which was, “I’m not getting it. Can you explain this again, explain it 

differently? Help me out here.” That takes courage, because you can be seen by your 

peers and people that you want to impress in the organization as not being the swift 

one. You’re not on-board. But that’s what we need, to go stand up. As you were talking 

about the need to shine the light on the core problems, that maybe the elephant in the 

room, I was thinking some really useful questions are: well, if we don’t do this, who is 

going to and what would that do to us. If we don’t want to go down this path, someone 

else is likely to, and how would that disrupt the business, like it disrupted Kodak’s. 

Another one is maybe just recognizing what we’re doing today doesn’t work, so trying 

something different is at least a step in a new direction. Recognizing that, hey, we might 

be happy with how things are today, but we know it’s not working. 

[36:49] 

BOB: And another real powerful question, there’s two real powerful questions I enjoy 

asking when we get into this mode, is What would impact be of us not doing this? In 

some instances, particularly with the elephant in the room sort of comments that we’ve 
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talked about, and my lovely bride, Denise, and I ask this of each other once in a while 

when we’re facing a business problem and we’re not quite getting there, and the 

question is, Is there something we are pretending not to know? Because it may be that’s 

what we have to do and that’s going to be hard to do, it’s going to be difficult so let’s see 

if we can find an easier way to solve this problem. When you know the way to solve this 

problem, you know the path to solve this problem, it’s going to involve that difficult 

conversation with your manager’s manager and the dragon that’s fire-breathing in the 

corner, but that’s the only way that you’re going to get this done, so you’re pretending 

not to know that that’s what you’re going to have to do. It really does hamper a lot of 

activity sometimes, because you’re pretending not to know what it is that is ultimately 

the course of action that is going to solve it, or has the potential to solve it. 

CHAD: I think everyone has a dragon somewhere in their lives that we sometime have 

to face. 

BOB: Absolutely. 

CHAD: So I asked you earlier about skills for good project managers. What about 

people who recognize, yeah, especially as a product manager, this area of intelligent 

disobedience is important. What are the characteristics there that make someone good 

at taking that kind of action? What kind of skills do they need? 

BOB: First of all, we talked about risk-taking. So you have to be comfortable with the 

idea of taking risks. Maintaining the status quo has not gotten many people 

extraordinarily far and I don’t know anyone who is touted as being a wonderful person in 

the organization because that’s what they do. It may be part of what they do, where we 

are desiring not to change something or that needs to be stable for the moment, but 

ultimately they’re willing to take risks and do some different things. 

[38:56] 

BOB: So first and foremost it’s the ability to do that. I think the second is a sense of 

ownership and conviction. I’ll categorize it this way. It absolutely makes my skin crawl 

when I hear somebody say it’s business, don’t take it personally. I want everybody on 

my projects to take it personally. I want everybody in a product development 

environment to take it personally. That doesn’t mean that something going well or 

something going wrong or a manager criticizing you, you have to coward in the corner 

and start separating yourself from your family and that sort of thing. So I know the 

context of what people are saying when they say don’t take it personally in that, you put 

it in a business context and you try to separate it from the core of what it is you’re trying 

to do in your life, but I want everybody to take it personally. Absolutely want to take it 

personally. To me, you do take it personally. You do have this desire for an outcome. 

You’re willing to look at different pathways, you’re willing to face that dragon once in a 

while. It’s not only just the risk, it’s just the fact that it’s going to be difficult and you’re 

okay with tackling that difficult conversation or that difficult project or the difficult bit of 
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change that you need to make in a manufacturing machine. Whatever the case may be, 

you’re willing to do that and I think that’s really front and center to engage in intelligent 

disobedience in a product environment. I’d say the second is the willingness to be 

creative and to listen to other ideas. And listen to completely wild ideas knowing that 

there could be the kernel of something that is really pragmatic and different and helpful 

in there. And having the patience to be able to go through that exercise. The other one I 

mentioned before is persistence. You try, you go down this path, you learn, you win or 

you learn, when you learn you’re willing to incorporate that and give it another go. So 

that’s really what I would say, is this taking things personally so the desire to do 

something and be driven with that, that risk-taking component, the creativity component, 

and being persistent. Being okay with the motion of being persistent.  

CHAD: A couple thoughts that came up when you were talking about that, taking things 

personally. Before, you talked about malicious obedience. Kind of the softer version of 

that is just apathy. So not really being invested, not really caring, not taking anything 

personally. I like that you made that point strongly that you want people to be invested 

in this personally. Otherwise, why does your work actually matter? People want to work 

on projects that matter and they want to do work that’s important. If not, you’re probably 

apathetic about the whole thing. On being creative, that element of being patient to 

listen to new ideas, and I don’t know about you, but it seems like, I’ll just speak for 

myself and maybe a few observations other place, the older I get, the more experiences 

I build up, it might become easier to dismiss the new wild idea, because I’ve seen 

versions of that, and I would say no, that’s not worth it. But at the same time, not taking 

that time to be patient to listen to the wild idea, there’s goodness in doing so. 

[42:34] 

BOB: I can never remember the number exactly, but I remember the whole notion of 

Twitter being presented to me, and it’s like, alright, I’m going to say something 

meaningful in 142 characters? What? I don’t get that. I just don’t get that, and then you 

go onto Twitter and you find things, it’s like, nope, they didn’t say anything interesting in 

142 characters, but then you find people that do figure out how to do that once in a 

while. It’s like, okay, hang on, I’m learning now, there’s new synapses being developed 

here. And it’s a matter of being okay and open to that thing, but yeah, it becomes 

easier, I think, to dismiss those things that just haven’t worked for you in the past and 

allow yourself the ability to learn, or the opportunity to learn, to say, you know, maybe 

someone will figure this out and if I see someone’s figured it out then I can put my own 

twist on it and make it an expression, in the case of Twitter, that’s meaningful. I’m still 

not good at it, to be honest with you, but I used to dismiss it altogether, and I’m at least 

open to try once in a while now. 

CHAD: Their still looking for a viable business model, so… I do use it, not well, but I do 

appreciate the people that can craft really witty, creative, funny things in that number of 

characters. 
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BOB: Yeah, me too. 

CHAD: You shared a great quote before. As listeners know, I always try to wrap up 

interviews with an innovation quote. I asked you to bring one with you and I think you 

have something else in mind besides the, “I’m winning or I’m learning” which I’m going 

to hold on to. What’s the innovation quote that you wanted to share with us? 

BOB: This came about as a result of a conversation as much as anything else, so I can’t 

attribute it to anybody. I can’t attribute it to myself. There’s about eight people that 

should probably get credit for this, but we were talking about, so what is the difference 

between an organization that’s innovative and one that isn’t? And is there a really good 

indicator that you could use to say, yep, there’s one, and nope, they think they might, 

they talk like they are, but they really aren’t? And that is, and I’ll try to say this slowly to 

make sure I say it correctly. “The degree to which an organization is innovative is 

inversely proportional to the number of signatures it takes to get any money to try 

something different.” There is an organization I know of at the moment that is trying to 

be more innovative and they have a…I’m going to change the title because I don’t want 

to incriminate anybody. But it’s like new and different stuff matters. 

[45:13] 

BOB: They have this program called New and Different Stuff Matters. And so people 

submit their ideas to New and Different Stuff Matters and then eight people have this 

little conference thing associated with it and then it has to go to another layer of 

manager who has to then approve it, who has to go to another layer of manager to 

approve it to allocate any money to have them try to do this. No. That’s not being 

innovative when it takes 27 people to review this before you’ll try something new. The 

organizations that have a mechanism in place are…maybe the better description is, 

don’t have a mechanism in place to sort of regulate and control this sort of thing, where 

someone can go out, and it doesn’t have to be a lot, $500, whatever the case may be, 

and try something else, or try to build something up, or take some time off from working 

on controlled projects that are all, ABC…activity-based costing sort of models, and 

we’re just going to do something and see what happens. That’s innovation. That’s 

innovation. But if it takes more than a couple signatures to try something, boy, that 

diminishes the ability for the organization to be innovative, diminishes really, really fast. 

CHAD: I love that sentiment. It’s a good observation and one of the organizations I was 

working with recently, they could have had this same credo that you said. They were 

putting in place programs to be more innovative as a company, yet, in kind of a stage 

gate process, their first three big hurdles, the first three big gates to go through, really 

before they even had a reasonable business case put together, were all gates designed 

to say no. There was the risk management group, there was the legal committee group, 

they were put in place to say no, in the very beginning. It was a risk-adverse culture. 

Contrast that with something like the Red Box project at Adobe, where anyone that 
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wants to gets a $1000 debit card to go pursue an idea. There’s no sign-off on that to 

speak of, right? 

BOB: That’s right. 

CHAD: Good quote. Thanks for sharing that. You do a good deal of training in the world 

of project management, both in person, coaching companies, and you also have a 

series of tools on Lynda.com. Share with the Everyday Innovators listening how we can 

find out more about the work you’re doing and where to go to get information. 

BOB: Sure. Well, you mentioned Lynda.com. If you go to www.lynda.com, in fact, 

they’ve been purchased by LinkedIn recently, so if you haven’t tried Lynda.com, if you 

have a LinkedIn account, when you log off of LinkedIn, their new banner page has the 

ability to try Lynda.com for free. I think it’s 7 days, and Lynda.com has got thousands of 

courses online. Business courses, technical courses, photography courses, whole 

bunches of things. So it’s a fantastic resource. 

[48:20] 

BOB: But if you were to search Bob McGannon on Lynda.com, you would get I think 18-

19 courses now that I have on various aspects of project management, mostly, but 

some change management, how to build your own business with family and friends, 

which is what I did and it’s been going for 16 years now, and no one’s killed each other 

in the family or excommunicated anybody yet. So we’re sharing some ideas on a 

number of things, so that’s how you can get that resource. My company is Mindavation, 

which is, we were talking about being of full mind and left-brained earlier, that’s where 

the idea of Mindavation came from. To deploy innovation and motivation, you need to 

use your whole mind. So if you go to www.mindavation.com, or if you happen to be in 

Australia listening to this, www.mindavation.au, you can see our courses and some of 

the consultancy work that we’re doing and what people are saying about us as well, so 

that’s a resource. If I were to describe what it is that we do in our approach to project 

management, it is what I mentioned earlier, try to find that right level and teach people 

that right level of project management and make it pragmatic. There are some projects 

that need a lot of management and there are some people that need a light touch and a 

little bit, because the team is rolling and they understand what’s happening and 

management is excited and it’s just time to get out of the way and make sure you help 

them with obstacles. We’re trying to teach people that pragmatic element of hitting that 

sweet spot of what is enough project management and you might have a 23-page tool 

to do a communication plan and a page and a half for risks, or vice versa. So it’s a 

matter of taking a pragmatic approach and that’s what we’re ultimately striving to do. 

And employ a little intelligent disobedience now and then. 

CHAD: I’ll make sure those links are available in the show notes, to make it easy for 

everyone to get. Just a couple comments on Lynda.com. This was a service I’ve known 

about for year, it’s been around for a while, and then with the purchase of LinkedIn, 

http://www.lynda.com/
http://www.mindavation.com/
http://www.mindavation.au/
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which now Microsoft has purchased LinkedIn, LinkedIn sent me an email, probably lots 

of people got these, a couple weeks ago, with a 1-month trial to Lynda. I had kind of 

written it off because I don’t like the subscription model for some things, because it sits 

out there. Lynda’s model is like, I don’t know, $30/month. But you get all that you can 

eat training. I looked back, and my go-to source for on-demand training is often Udemy, 

where it’s kind of the Wikipedia of training. Anyone can produce anything, pretty much, 

and put it on Udemy. There’s some really good stuff there, but they’ve changed their 

pricing models and they’ve upset a lot of their instructors, and it’s a different 

marketplace these days. But I was thinking, for all the money I’ve spent on Udemy for 

my on-demand learning needs when something comes up I want to look into, a 

subscription to Lynda would have made a whole lot more sense. And what I’ve noticed, 

too, is the production values on Udemy are all over the place, because it’s individuals 

that can do it their way. From Lynda.com, you actually go to their production studio, and 

their production values are really good and really consistent. So I’ve been enjoying that. 

I do want everyone to know, if you want to dive into this topic of intelligent disobedience 

further, you do have a course with that title on Lynda.com. As much as I wanted to, I 

resisted going through that before this interview, because I didn’t want to spoil it. But it 

would be a good place to review some of these topics we talked about. 

[52:09]  

BOB: They actually call it Modeling Courageous Leadership: Intelligent Disobedience 

eCourse that’s on Lynda. 

CHAD: Okay. Thank you for clarifying that. Bob, I appreciate your time and sharing your 

experiences in project management. 

BOB: It has been my pleasure, Chad. Thank you very much. It’s been great talking with 

you. 

CHAD: Thanks for listening. Also, thanks for sharing this podcast with other product 

managers and innovators. If we’re not already connected on LinkedIn, please send me 

a connection request. Just search for Chad McAllister PhD and you’ll find me. To get 

the summary of the discussion with Bob as well as a transcript of what we talked about, 

go to www.theeverydayinnovator.com/089. Keep innovating! 

http://www.theeverydayinnovator.com/089

