
 
 

1600 Tysons Boulevard, Suite 800 / McLean, VA 22102 
Tel: 703.744.1419 / Fax: 703.245.3001 
www.intel liven.com  

Note on Doing What You Are Told 

Peter F. DiGiammarino 

I tell everyone who works with or for me that they are never to do something because I told them to do it.  I 
do not want or expect people to do what I ask just because I told them to. Instead, I want them to do what 
they do because they understand what they are doing, they know why it makes sense to do it, they agree 
that it is the wise and right thing to do, and they want to do it.  

This is to make them accountable for what they do and to help them grow through the experience. Soon I 
will not have to ask them any more because it will have become internalized and we can move on the next 
stage of growth. If I ever ask them to do something that they do not understand, agree with, or want to do, 
then I beg them to tell me about it so that we can talk it through.   

An approach that demands people to do something but that does not take time to be sure they understand 
and agree with doing it may seem more like what a CEO should do but it is not, because:  

• When things do not go quite right it is too easy for the person to let themselves off-the-hook as 
they say, either out loud or to themselves, that: “I only did it because the boss told me to” 

• It is human tendency to do what you are told to do by persons in positions of authority.  When you 
follow an order, you do not necessarily have to: 

o understand what is going on,  

o consider the goal and come up with alternative actions that move towards achieving it,  

o decide on an action to take 

Following an order removes the obligation to think things through and to make a decision.  You 
just do what you are told and assume, hope, or trust that someone smarter, or just someone in a 
higher position of authority, has made a good decision.  The limit of this is that people do what you 
tell them to do and nothing else!  A growing enterprise requires people to think for themselves and 
to generalize and to apply broadly lessons learned.   

• The leader in a growing organization can be (and often is) the constraint to growth.  Fortunately, 
this is an easy problem to fix: rather than telling subordinates what to do, the leader should spend 
the bulk of their time helping the next generation of leaders develop to the point where they 
operate independently.   

CEOs who thrive on the heady sense of power that comes from knowing that their staff will do their 
bidding are consistently out-performed by those who do just the opposite and expect employees to think 
and act for themselves in pursuit of company performance and personal development. 
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