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Preface

If you’re reading this book, you’re an idea person. When you see something that
isn’t right at work, your mind starts thinking about what could work. You want to
make things better.

Maybe you’ve tried to get the powers that be to see the value of your ideas and
haven’t made as much progress as you’d like. Or worse, you’ve been told that you’re
rocking the boat too hard and your ideas aren’t welcome, thank you very much. Talk
about frustration, when all you’re trying to do is make things better. “What am I
doing wrong?” you wonder. “What does it take to change things around here? What
can I do differently?”

Or, perhaps you are an idea person who has been reluctant to speak up at work
because you’re just not sure how to go about proposing a different way of doing
things. You may be younger than most people, new to the organization, or have
less formal education than your coworkers. You wonder how to be taken seriously
and how to propose new approaches without jeopardizing your reputation or your
job.

We used to be you. We struggled with the same questions and challenges. We
made a lot of mistakes and learned the hard way about what it takes to introduce
new ways of doing things at work, which is why we wrote this handbook. We wish
someone had given us practical advice on how to create positive change early in our
careers. “Imagine,” we wondered, “what we might have been able to do if we had
had a practical guide for changing things at work, a handbook with observations
and advice about how to navigate the workplace and avoid common mistakes and
traps.”

Carmen worked at the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and Lois worked
for big companies and marketing agencies. While our careers couldn’t have been
more different, our observations of what it takes to be a successful change maker,
or what we call a good rebel, have been remarkably similar. (See Chapter 1 for details
on what we mean by “good rebels.”)

Since we met at an innovation conference in 2010 and found we share a passion
for helping good rebels inside all types of organizations, we have spent thousands
of hours interviewing and writing about good rebels in all walks of work, from all
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over the world. All of their stories and advice, while distinct, are similar. Together,
we share the following characteristics:

• We want to make things better at work.

• We believe the best ideas come from the people doing the work.

• We can’t bear the thought of working at a job without possibilities for change
and growth.

• We don’t want to become angry or complacent or get thrown under the bus.

• We need and want help from other people like us.

Whom This Handbook Is For

We didn’t write this book for managers, although we suspect many managers will
find much that is useful in it. We wrote this book for the people doing the work,
especially for those who care about doing their own jobs as best as they can and
who want to help their organizations, companies, or government agencies do better
as well.

Organizations being what they are, people often have to wage a minor insur-
gency to have their voices heard. That’s one of the reasons we call ourselves (and
others like us) rebels at work.

If you’re one of the millions of people who are employees, we hope this hand-
book helps you become a positive force for change at work.

We don’t want to suggest that we’re somehow anti-management. Far from it.
Both of us have had plenty of opportunities to manage and lead. But when we
decided to write this book, we made a deliberate choice to focus on the challenges
facing employees who want to improve their place of work and don’t have the official
authority, power, or influence to call the shots.

What’s in This Handbook

This is the handbook we wish someone had given us. It’s full of practical ideas,
useful checklists, and valuable questions. It offers caring advice on what to do tac-
tically, as well as how to manage yourself so that you grow and avoid burnout.

Here’s a summary of the highlights in each chapter:
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How to Use This Handbook

There are a number of ways to approach this book:

Read and reference
We invite you to read the chapters that appeal to you in the order that appeals
to you, and encourage you to come back when you’re about to shake things up
at work again. Most of us have periods at work when things are going smoothly
and our rebel skills aren’t needed. But when you’re about to take on a new
challenge, please reread the especially relevant chapters before doing anything
rash.

Start a rebel book club
There are “Questions to Ponder” at the end of each chapter. You might consider
reading this book with a group of like-minded rebels and discussing the ques-
tions after each chapter, particularly within the context of your own workplace.
For the more ambitious, use the questions as a jumping-off point for a rebel
training curriculum for your organization.

Join us
Be part of the Rebels at Work community. You’ll find good rebel profiles, ad-
ditional resources, videos, a signup form for our newsletter, and frequent blog
updates based on what we’re hearing and learning. You can also join in the
conversation on the Rebels at Work Facebook page and on Twitter. We both
use the @RebelsatWork handle, as well as our personal Twitter accounts. Lois
is @LoisKelly, and Carmen is @milouness.

What You’ll Learn

In reading this book, you’ll find out how to:

• Achieve more success and less frustration

• Earn a reputation for having great ideas versus a reputation for being difficult

• Advance your career and avoid being sidelined (or thrown under the bus)

• Help your organization do more meaningful work
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• Be authentically who you are versus trying to fit your work style to someone
else’s style

• Find more meaning and joy in your work

Will You Pay It Forward?

Figuring out how to create change differs in every work situation. There is no proven
methodology that fits every situation. (If only.) If you find this book helpful, would
you do us a favor?

Would you please reach out to other rebels and share what you’re learning and
offer some support, emotional and tactical? During our research, we have found
that rebels at work are a generous, compassionate tribe, intent on making a differ-
ence and helping one another succeed and stay true to themselves in the process.

Together, let’s write the next chapter about work where change makers are as
vital to success as any technology or process or highly paid executive. Maybe even
more so.

Not everyone in an organization needs to be a rebel, but every organization has
and needs its rebels.

Adelante!

Conventions Used in This Book

The following typographical conventions are used in this book:

Note

This element signifies a tip, suggestion, or general note.

Warning

This element indicates a warning or caution.

Safari® Books Online
Safari Books Online is an on-demand digital library that de-
livers expert content in both book and video form from the
world’s leading authors in technology and business.
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Technology professionals, software developers, web designers, and business
and creative professionals use Safari Books Online as their primary resource for
research, problem solving, learning, and certification training.

Safari Books Online offers a range of plans and pricing for enterprise, govern-
ment, education, and individuals.

Members have access to thousands of books, training videos, and prepublica-
tion manuscripts in one fully searchable database from publishers like O’Reilly
Media, Prentice Hall Professional, Addison-Wesley Professional, Microsoft Press,
Sams, Que, Peachpit Press, Focal Press, Cisco Press, John Wiley & Sons, Syngress,
Morgan Kaufmann, IBM Redbooks, Packt, Adobe Press, FT Press, Apress, Man-
ning, New Riders, McGraw-Hill, Jones & Bartlett, Course Technology, and hun-
dreds more. For more information about Safari Books Online, please visit us online.

How to Contact Us

Please address comments and questions concerning this book to the publisher:

O’Reilly Media, Inc.
1005 Gravenstein Highway North
Sebastopol, CA 95472
800-998-9938 (in the United States or Canada)
707-829-0515 (international or local)
707-829-0104 (fax)

We have a web page for this book, where we list errata, examples, and any
additional information. You can access this page at http://bit.ly/rebels_at_work.

To comment or ask technical questions about this book, send email to book
questions@oreilly.com.

For more information about our books, courses, conferences, and news, see
our website at http://www.oreilly.com.

Find us on Facebook: http://facebook.com/oreilly
Follow us on Twitter: http://twitter.com/oreillymedia
Watch us on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/oreillymedia

Acknowledgments
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Good Rebels,
Great Work

Good rebels just want to do great work.
We want to improve things that aren’t working and that put our organizations

at risk. Our motivation is not personal glory but introducing new ideas that can
benefit our coworkers, customers, or community members. The greatest calling
for rebels is helping our organizations evolve from what they are to what they can
become, finding thoughtful ways to examine new ideas, identifying when and how
to move on them, and taking the first step to get to a better place.

We realize the term “rebel” is loaded, so we’ll explain what we mean. At the
most basic level, good rebels are for creating new, better ways to do things, while
bad rebels just rail against what isn’t working. It’s easy to complain but much harder
to figure out what could be done differently.

A few years ago, we created a chart that shows the difference between good and
bad rebels (see Table 1-1). It has been downloaded more than 100,000 times and
has shown up in tweets and presentations around the globe.

We believe it’s popular for three reasons. First, it summarizes common be-
haviors of rebels. Second, it refutes the “troublemaker” label that managers some-
times slap on thoughtful people trying to make positive change. And, perhaps more
complex, it shows that many who start off as good rebels get so disillusioned that
they end up joining the dark side, even though they started with good intentions.
The frustration of trying to get people at work to listen and agree to sensible new
ideas can become so acute that good rebels can become pessimistic, point fingers,
or become angry and obsessed.

One note about the chart: while it’s useful, it can also oversimplify matters.
Many of these attributes are on a continuum. At some point in your rebel journey,
obsession with your idea may well be necessary, although we don’t think obsessive
behavior is a good long-term strategy for any rebel. To get management’s attention,
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there may be times where vocalizing problems in public forums is more effective
than slowly building agreement by socializing ideas with people individually.

Table 1-1. Bad rebels versus good rebels

Bad rebels Good rebels

Complain Create

Assertions Questions

Me-focused Mission-focused

Pessimist Optimist

Anger Passion

Energy-sapping Energy-generating

Alienate Attract

Problems Possibilities

Vocalize problems Socialize opportunities

Worry that… Wonder if…

Point fingers Pinpoint causes

Obsessed Reluctant

Lecture Listen

Who Are These Good Rebels?

Just who are these good rebels and what changes do they strive to make?
We’ve talked with hundreds of rebels over the past three years. They began

their journeys when their concerns grew so acute that they felt compelled to act.
Most would never consider themselves change agents, innovators, and certainly
not heroes. They would, however, say they are people who care deeply about their
organizations, coworkers, and people their diverse organizations serve, from cus-
tomers and students to patients and citizens.

While some rebels make big, company-wide gestures, many more create small-
scale changes. Here are some examples of rebels working in many contexts and
roles:

• An administrative assistant, frustrated by coordinating meetings and decisions
among vice presidents, invites other admins to a monthly brown bag lunch.
They sit down to figure out better ways to manage their bosses’ time and bring
about organizational change from their sphere of influence.

2 | REBELS AT WORK



• Exhausted by the layers of bureaucracy involved in approving innovation pro-
grams, a government manager sends a tweet asking the 1.35 million agency
employees to pledge to do one small thing to improve the organization’s effec-
tiveness. Employees make 189,000 pledges on the first annual National Health
Service (NHS) Change Day, unleashing creativity and improvement ideas
throughout the United Kingdom.

• A 25-year-old communications manager, thrilled to be working for a law en-
forcement agency whose mission he greatly admires, sees new ways to use
social media to help the agency fulfill its mission. When he raises new ideas,
his bosses and the legal department cite complex and inane regulations. He
wonders whether the government wants talent or obedience. He shows his
bosses the risks of not adopting new ways of communicating and slowly gains
support.

• A policy analyst shares ideas for improving the way a government agency carries
out its mission. Her boss listens quietly but then advises, “Just keep your mouth
shut and in 20 years you’ll be in the position to make the changes you think
are so important.” The analyst resigns, convinced that no progress will be pos-
sible in her organization.

• After presenting an industry-changing technology idea to the executive team
three years in a row, the sales director of a wastewater engineering company
stops advocating for his idea internally. During the next six years, he continues
to talk with clients and gather ideas to improve the concept. Ten years later, the
company introduces the new system, which is a big success.

• A military officer rises through the ranks, modernizing approaches to leader-
ship and professional development. He retires early, realizing that the top brass
promote people with whom they feel comfortable. Those who rock the boat to
create change don’t make officials feel comfortable, and as a result, are unlikely
to reach the highest ranks.

As rebels, our stories are different, but we have much in common. Table 1-2
shows some tactics and behaviors that successful rebels use and cultivate.
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1. See “Techniques for Throwing Corporate Rebels Under the Bus” and “When You’re Thrown Under the

Bus at Work: Part Two.”

Table 1-2. Secrets of successful rebels

Tactics: Actions to achieve a specific end Behaviors: How you conduct yourself, especially toward
others

Tap into the brilliance of others, knowing that no one can create
meaningful change alone.

Stay positive: optimism inspires others to join them in
fixing problems.

Align ideas with the organization’s goals. The more important an
idea is to an organization the more likely it will be adopted.

Judge ideas, not people. Steer conversations away from
personalities to focus on ideas and their merits.

Show how the benefits of change are commensurate with the
costs of change.

Learn from anger: consider what triggers anger and
avoid spiraling into emotional drama.

Use conflict productively: glean insights from disagreement and 
conflict to learn how to refine and advance an idea.

Respect others and consider different viewpoints.

Let ideas breathe, giving people time to absorb a new idea and
consider its implications.

Know when to walk away, weighing the importance of
the idea and the personal and professional costs of
persevering.

In a World Without Rebels

For those who may doubt that rebels have a vital role to play in society, we invite
you to reflect for a moment on what the world would look like without rebels.

We don’t have to look far for examples.
We teach our children about the importance of free speech and the dangers of

“groupthink,” encouraging them to read novels like George Orwell’s 1984, in which
the Ministry of Truth’s real mission is to falsify historical events. Lois Lowry’s The
Giver portrays a world where pain, fear, intense love, and hatred have been elimi-
nated. There’s no prejudice because people all look and think the same. Yet evil
lurks because people all look and think the same.

Nonetheless, in our schools and workplaces, groupthink is rewarded. Those
who question decisions and advocate for different ways are often ignored, ostra-
cized, or fired. (Two of our most popular blog posts relate to employees being
thrown under the bus.1)

Yet without rebels, our systems, companies, schools, churches, government
agencies, and healthcare organizations become rigid and sometimes even
dangerous.
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Kids are teased, and sometimes bullied, for being different. Government man-
agers obsess about protecting their budgets and headcount and lose sight of what
citizens need. Companies don’t see—or ignore—emerging trends and fail every
day, putting people out of work.

The dangers of a world without rebels are often more specific, as well.
In 1986, engineers at the US National Aeronautics and Space Administration

(NASA) warned that critical components in the Space Shuttle Challenger had a
potentially fatal flaw and would not function well in cold temperatures. On a cold
January morning, NASA officials decided not to heed the engineers’ concerns and
approved the launch. Within 73 seconds of takeoff, Challenger broke apart, killing
its seven crewmembers, while an estimated 17 percent of Americans watched on
television. A subsequent investigative commission appointed by then President
Ronald Reagan found that NASA’s organizational culture and decision-making
processes greatly contributed to the catastrophe. The good rebel voices had not been
heeded.

Responding to the ignition switch crisis that led to the recall of millions of
vehicles, General Motors (GM) CEO Mary Barra publicly stated that the company’s
corporate culture had helped suppress the voices of employees alarmed about safety
issues. Speaking up at meetings was not safe. In 2014, the auto manufacturer ad-
mitted that it knew about an ignition switch safety issue for more than 10 years
before it issued a recall. In the interim, at least 54 crashes occurred and up to 100
people died. As 2014 unfolded, General Motors issued 47 more recalls covering
more than 20 million vehicles.

Rebels inside Eastman Kodak foresaw the demise of photographic film and
created initiatives to get into digital photography. Kodak leaders, happy with the
profits of film and the comfort of the familiar, did not provide sufficient support to
these initiatives. Not only did thousands lose their jobs, but the heart of a once-
vibrant community was torn apart.

How could this happen when people inside these organizations knew about
the risks? Welcome to a world where rebels are shunned and authorities cling to
the status quo, resulting in irrational decisions and unfortunate outcomes.

Following an internal investigation, GM CEO Mary Barra said, “The lack of
action was a result of broad bureaucratic problems and the failure of individual
employees in several departments to address a safety problem…. Repeatedly, indi-
viduals failed to disclose critical pieces of information that could have fundamen-
tally changed the lives of those impacted by a faulty ignition switch.”
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GM is not alone, or again, you might not be reading this book. Resistance to
change, clinging to the status quo, and bureaucracy are pervasive, despite the pace
of change in the modern world.

ORGANIZATIONAL SILENCE: WE DON’T REALLY WANT YOUR IDEAS

New York University researchers Elizabeth Morrison and Frances Milliken refer to
this phenomenon as a culture of “organizational silence.” In their article, “Organ-
izational Silence: A Barrier to Change and Development in a Pluralistic World”
Morrison and Milliken show that although organizations may verbalize openness
to new ideas, most organizational cultures send implicit and sometimes explicit
signals to employees that they should remain silent about their concerns.

“Because managers may feel a particularly strong need to avoid embarrass-
ment, and feelings of vulnerability or incompetence, they may tend to avoid infor-
mation that suggests weakness or errors, or that challenges current courses of ac-
tion. And it has been shown that when negative feedback comes from below rather
than from above—from subordinates rather than bosses—it is seen as less accurate
and legitimate, and as more threatening to one’s power and credibility. Thus, a fear
of, or resistance to, “bad news” or negative feedback can set into motion a set of
organizational structures and practices that impede the upward communication of
information,” explain Morrison and Milliken.

While managers may suppress good ideas, so can all the work committees,
governance councils, task forces, and peer-to-peer collaborative initiatives that are
proliferating as decision making becomes more distributed and less top-down. The
desire to incorporate everyone’s views can suck the life out of good ideas. A once
strong idea can become so watered down that it’s not particularly valuable by the
time it escapes the committee work. Even worse is when valuable ideas aren’t
launched in a timely way because the committee meetings stretch on for months
and sometimes even years. A good idea whose time has passed is not such a good
idea.

SOMEBODY DO SOMETHING

If our current workplaces were a novel, we might be tempted to stop reading. “Good
grief ! People’s souls are being sucked dry, and no one seems to care. I can’t take
much more.” As we tried to keep reading, we’d desperately hope someone would
help turn things around. “Please, get in there and solve the problems that are staring
everyone in the face. Somebody do something.”
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Fortunately, we don’t live in a world without rebels. Rebels are in every orga-
nization, in all types of jobs, and are learning how to turn things around.

Every day, people at work reach the point where they say, “Enough.” While
every rebel’s reason for stepping up differs, almost all start with the same uncom-
fortable realization: “I have to do something about this.” A rebel with a cause has
an important role at work. The rebel is the one who will step in and get the ball
rolling, regardless of title, seniority, or experience.

Not everyone in an organization needs to be a rebel, nor will every rebel con-
tinually want to be involved in leading change efforts at work, but all organizations
need rebels who have the courage, ideas, and gritty determination to make things
better.

Questions to Ponder

• What attracted you to this book at this time?

• If you were more successful at creating change at work, how might your life
change? How might your organization change?

• Think of someone you know who is good at getting new ideas adopted at work.
Look at the characteristics of good versus bad rebels listed in Table 1-1 and think
about how they apply to that person. What can you learn from him or her?

• What might be possible if there were fewer bureaucratic problems where you
work? What is allowing that bureaucracy to fester?

• What practices of successful rebels do you do well? Which ones are important
for you to learn more about as you read this book?

• When we learn with another person, we often learn more and become more
committed to making changes. Who at work could you invite to read this book
with you so that you can support one another in becoming more effective rebels
at work? Is there a leadership book club?
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