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DOUG KIRKPATRICK MORNING STAR 

START OF QUESTIONS [0:02:12.0] 

INTERVIEWER: Right. So if we start, would you like to tell us a bit 

about your background and your association with 

Self-Management Institute and work with Morning 

Star? And so we’ll just start with introduction. 

INTERVIEWEE: Sure. I got out of college in the early 1980s and I 

met a young entrepreneur named Chris Rufer. And 

he was in the process of starting up a new state-

of-the-art food processing company in California. 

And I joined his team as financial controller and we 

started up that company in 1983. And it was a 

tomato processing company, it was technologically 

advanced. It was innovative in terms of its strategy 

and its packaging method and its production 

methods. And it was financially successful and I 

served as a financial controller.  

We had a number of managers and management 

layers there; so we had a production manager, 

quality manager and a field department manager; 

a repair and maintenance manager and a 

marketing manager. And then Chris was the 

managing partner, he was at the top of the 

management pyramid. And it was very strict 

hierarchy, much like many companies at the time.  

Below the management layer we had a layer of 

supervisors who directed the production activities 

and below the supervisors we had a number of 

coordinators and then at the bottom of the pyramid 

we had all the people that did the actual work. And 

so we had this kind of default organizational 
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structure and we always had the sense that things 

could be better. We always had a negative sense 

that things could be better and part of the insight 

into that came from the fact that every time there 

was an issue or problem or conflict, dispute, 

question, that issue immediately went to the top of 

the pyramid on Chris’s desk. And so we were 

getting virtually zero value out of our organizational 

structure, it wasn’t providing any value and there’s 

no reason for it.  

And another insight came when Chris was signing 

checks one day and the way our checks were 

produced was that one of the supervisors in the 

factory would order a part or a machine via 

purchase order and that part of machine would 

arrive and we would have a receipt. And our 

accounts payable clerk would match up the 

purchase order and the receipt and printed a 

check and then that check would go to managing 

partner, Chris Rufer for signature. He was signing 

checks one day and he pulled out a check and he 

looked at it and attached was a purchase order 

and the receipt and the invoice and he realized 

that he was providing no value to the process of 

paying invoices. A purchase order is a legal 

liability; a legally binding contract. If he didn’t sign 

the check, he was going to be sued by the vendor. 

So he brought the checks down to me and put 

them on my desk and asked me to sign the checks 

from that point forward so that he could be freer to 

do things more strategic and long-term. And so I 

said of course that’s fine and so that’s how we 
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went forward and continued to operate the 

company on that basis.  

So that epiphany, that insight kind of helped us to 

realize that you know hierarchies and 

bureaucracies are not really value-adding. If 

anything they’re a hindrance to efficiency and 

effectiveness. So Chris left that company in the 

late 1980s to start a new company and that 

company was Morning Star. And so early in 1990 I 

joined him at Morning Star as the financial 

controller and our mission was to start a brand 

new state-of-the-art manufacturer.  

And so we were working on this project, there was 

a group of probably 24 colleagues and in addition 

to Chris at that time and it was March of 1990 and 

he came in to the little farmhouse where we were 

all working and asked if we could have a colleague 

meeting and discuss our organization and of 

course we said yes. And so we met that night in a 

little dusty construction trailer on the jobsite and he 

passed around a document called the Morning 

Star Colleague Principles. And the principles 

basically boiled down to two: first, that people 

shouldn’t use force against others and second, 

that people should keep the commitments they 

make to others.  

And as we talked about these principles we 

realized that these principles are the foundation of 

all law everywhere in the world and they’re the 

most basic fundamental principles of human 

interaction. And so we all kind of looked at each 

other and saw no reason not to adopt these 
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principals, and we adopted them. And to the best 

of my knowledge that was the moment that we 

adopted self-management, at least at the scale of 

a large manufacturing enterprise and it is how 

Morning Star has operated ever since.  

INTERVIEWER: Great. Thank you. We’ll talk about the Morning 

Star and it’s story in a minute but I just want to ask 

you know, are you familiar with the concept 

described in the management concept book? Have 

you read it and why? 

INTERVIEWEE: Yes, yes, I read the book. I’m familiar with concept. 

INTERVIEWER: Yes because I’m talking about the shift from level 

three to level four and it’s seems that Morning Star 

shifted to level four pretty early in the early days 

when it was established. Given the experience that 

Chris had in the previous organization which was 

very hierarchical and did not operate that 

successfully at the time, I assume. And I guess 

that Chris went through his own shift in his mind, 

realizing having this epiphany that shift from level 

three to level four will lead to more successful 

company and help your employees? 

INTERVIEWEE: Yeah, very much so. I think that’s exactly right. 

The experience is that he’s always looking for 

ways to do things better in operations, in sales and 

distribution and every aspect of the enterprise-- 

he’s deeply committed to fundamental human 

principles. And he saw a way to leverage those 

principles and designing the organization to create 

an abundance of prosperity and human happiness, 

and that was the insight.  
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INTERVIEWER: That’s great. So given his experience in the first 

company, he realized the need to the shift. Can 

you talk perhaps about the …how would you 

measure and monitor the impact of the shift? So if 

you look at success of Morning Star and then the 

situation of his previous company and compare the 

two, what major impact can you describe? 

INTERVIEWEE: Well it’s qualitative and quantitative and it’s 

somewhat difficult to tease out the degree to which 

organizational design and self-management is 

responsible for the success of the company 

relative to other success factors like engineering, 

design and business processes. But on a very 

macro level, Morning Star essentially grew from 

zero in 1990 to become the largest tomato 

processor in the world with over $700 millions in 

sales; US dollars. And approximately 2,400 

colleagues including seasonal colleagues; and 

shipments and sales worldwide. And market 

penetration in North America basically everywhere 

to the extent that we believe that everyone in North 

America is eating Morning Star product because it 

goes into everything you can think of in the grocery 

store shelves; from ketchup to salsa, pizza sauce, 

spaghetti sauce, taco sauce, and tomato soup, 

everything you can think of. And so it’s been an 

extremely successful company.  

We experienced our first kind of qualitative 

experience with self-management when we built 

the first factory immediately after adopting self-

management in 1990. And we felt that we could 

not have built the factory as quickly as we did and 
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brought it successfully online as quickly as we did 

had we been trying to structure ourselves around a 

hierarchy with command-and-control and official 

channels of communication. We had probably 200 

contractors working on the jobsite around the 

clock, seven days a week for several months. 

When we had to hire hundreds of people to 

operate the factory, we had tomatoes coming up 

out of the ground, tens of thousands of acres in the 

state of California. We had engineers and job 

applicants, all kinds of regulators and bankers and 

attorneys and accountants and all kinds of 

stakeholders that we had to account for in a very 

short period of time with a very small band of 

people. And collectively we simply felt that it would 

not have been possible to achieve that 

construction project successfully had we been 

subjected to a rigid kind of brittle pyramidal 

hierarchy, it just wouldn’t been possible. 

INTERVIEWER: Oh yes, it seems there were impacts on individual 

employees and the customers and impacts on 

organizations and impacts on the bottom line as 

well. Okay, so what do you think would have 

happened if the Morning Star did not go through 

that shift initially? Can you visit the consequences? 

INTERVIEWEE: Yeah, well…I think it would have been a 

successful company because the entrepreneur 

had very advanced thinking in terms of technology 

and innovation and environmental awareness and 

financial acumen. I think it would have been a 

successful company, it would have operated much 

like the first company that we were involved with 
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but it wouldn’t have been unique. It would have 

been just another player in the industry. It may 

have grown to become the largest player in the 

industry. I don’t know but it would’ve felt like every 

other company in the industry and certainly it 

would’ve been not that much different from the first 

company that we started.  

INTERVIEWER: Okay, thank you. Can we just talk a little bit about 

what did Morning Star do to make this happen? 

How did it happen? And so what would be the key 

steps that the Morning Star took to shift to self-

management and what are the…some examples 

of practices adopted in Morning Star? 

INTERVIEWEE: Okay. So I would say the shift was almost 

unnoticeable because when the shift occurred we 

were a tiny band of 24 colleagues operating out of 

a tiny farmhouse in Central California. And we 

were already kind of self-managing because we 

were all working extremely long hours; probably 

working 100-hour weeks trying to pull this project 

off. And so we didn’t have time for a lot of 

formalities and attention to positions or titles or 

anything like that, things were just moving too fast; 

we were already in an entrepreneurial mode. And 

so when we adopted self-management it was 

really adopting those two key principles I described 

a moment ago and those were very simple 

principles and so it really didn’t change the way we 

operated much at all. We simply accepted the 

principles and kept on going and so it was more of 

a formal acknowledgement of the way we were 

already operating as much as a management shift. 
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But then as we kept operating, built a factory, 

operated the factory, started having our business 

processes as a stabilized then we began to realize 

the full implications of what we had previously 

decided and it did effect the way move for forward 

and how we operated. 

INTERVIEWER: Okay, thank you. Could you give us some 

examples of how did you eliminate bureaucracy? 

Did you distribute the decision making, give more 

power to employees to make some decisions to do 

some purchases that they need to do? And how 

did that work and what was the impact of those 

initiatives? 

INTERVIEWEE: Right. So, in the beginning we basically had 

domains or areas of responsibility. So in my case, I 

was a financial controller…and that embraced 

finance and accounting but it also embraced a 

number of other disciplines like risk management 

and legal affairs, insurance and some information 

technology and some other areas – human 

resources and benefits and things like that.  

So basically I owned all the decisions in those 

dimensions and the factories are laid out so that 

they’re kind of broken up into discrete areas of 

responsibilities. So we have steam generation 

area and evaporation area and a receiving area 

and a filling area and a distribution area. And so 

the people that were working in those areas 

initially on the construction phase and then in the 

operation phase basically owned all the decisions 

for those particular areas. So a person working in 

steam generation was basically the CEO of that 
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part of the factory. So we had maybe twelve to 

fourteen electro-mechanics who were responsible 

for construction and operation and each one of 

those individuals probably had five to seven million 

dollars of equipment for which he or she was 

personally responsible almost at the level of a 

CEO. In other words advising strategy, planning 

the operations, selecting operators to run the 

equipment and making virtually all decisions about 

that part of the factory. So it was sort of simple and 

easy to understand and understood and very 

discrete; it wasn’t really formalized, necessarily 

written down anywhere but it was very clear and 

so that’s how things operated for several years.  

INTERVIEWER: Brilliant, thank you. Another question I would like 

to ask you: if you or any company could buy this 

result of the shift, what would be the price tag that 

you will attach to it? 

INTERVIEWEE: This is the one question I did not spend a lot of 

time thinking about, unfortunately--but you asked 

the question and so I’ll attempt an answer. It’s hard 

to put a price on human happiness. It’s hard to put 

a price on a beautiful sunset. You can look at 

proxy value for those things; you know, what are 

people are willing to pay for a house on a beach 

where they can watch a sunset, for example, but 

it’s hard to quantify it.  

But the shift is massive and as I look at my 

experience with the first company we started 

versus Morning Star, it’s very much to me an 

example of level three versus level four or four and 

a half. And so the idea of being in a controlled 
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environment where you know people are guarded 

and cautious and that you know are unwilling to be 

their full selves at work and to embrace change 

and opportunity and teamwork and abundance 

versus what most of us experience at Morning Star 

or have experienced at Morning Star is night and 

day. So without putting an exact price tag on it, I 

would say it’s a difference between mere existence 

and true happiness. 

INTERVIEWER: Brilliant. I was kind of expecting this kind of 

answer, that’s great. So the next question would 

be which I think we know the answer: would you 

recommend others doing this shift and why? 

INTERVIEWEE: Well absolutely. I just think it’s…it’s a way for 

people to express themselves and become their 

full selves in the workplace. Morning Star, we 

really try to obliterate the distinction between work 

and life. We don’t talk a lot about work-life balance. 

We try to make work enjoyable and the way we do 

that is by turning it into a game as much as 

possible. And we set the game up for individuals 

and we give them a personal mission and we try to 

create scorecards that they can use themselves 

and measure their own productivity and 

performance and kind of keep track of how well 

they’re doing by themselves. And so we try to 

make work as enjoyable as possible and turn it 

into a game and make if fun. And so I can’t 

imagine you know spending one’s entire lifetime 

working at something that they don’t enjoy and you 

know, don’t even consider it part of life. You know, 

it’s just something that they have to do to enjoy 
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their real life. We want work and life to be one in 

the same.  

INTERVIEWER: That’s is great. And one of the characteristics of 

level four mind-set is having fun working and then 

work becomes fun and you would even do it if you 

had to do it voluntarily as well. So that’s a great 

description. Thank you for that. If you look at some 

other companies, what companies would you 

suggest that perhaps could benefit from doing the 

shift and going through the shift and why? 

INTERVIEWEE: Right. So I thought about this in terms of types of 

companies and I kind of benchmarked these 

companies against Morning Star and I say that or 

tell audiences that I cannot imagine why a start-up 

would not want to look at or embrace the 

opportunities of self-management. And I would 

think that tech companies would be natural for self-

management flourishing because Morning Star is a 

company, industrial manufacturer of food products. 

It’s a big, sprawling, noisy, dirty agribusiness that 

has operations up and down the state of California. 

And it figured out how to manage extreme 

complexity through two simple principles and boil 

the whole essence of self-management into the 

essence of simplicity. And if a company like 

Morning Star can figure out how to do this with 

thousands of employees, I can’t understand why a 

start-up or a tech company which traffics in 

information in fast flowing information moving at 

the speed of light, I can’t imagine why those sorts 

of companies would not want to be able to do the 

same thing.  
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INTERVIEWER: Great. Okay. Are you aware of other companies 

that have implemented level four leadership or the 

shift similarly to Morning Star? Can you share any 

examples that you might be aware of? 

INTERVIEWEE: Well you know the examples that I am aware of 

are probably the same examples that you’re aware 

of. So I look at companies like W.L. Gore and I 

look at Valve and ZAPPOS and Semco. Those 

companies are amazing and they’re engaged in a 

form of self-management that is fully adapted to 

their culture and does a great job for them. But I 

see lots of new companies in not only 

manufacturing but also in application software and 

financial services that are adopting self-

management as they start up as the operating 

system for their new companies and that is 

tremendously exciting.  

INTERVIEWER: Great. One question I would like to ask: what do 

you see are the main barriers to implementing self-

management? 

INTERVIEWEE: I think mindset is huge. Most people in our country 

grew up in hierarchies, our families are 

hierarchies, our school system as designed in the 

1840s at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution 

is based on a factory model so people to go school 

and graduate from hierarchies. And then most of 

the companies that people initially work for are 

hierarchies and certainly people that elected to join 

the military engage in hierarchy.  

So that creates a formidable mind-set that is often 

difficult to change, especially for leaders that are 
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say, midcareer, in their 40s that have come up 

through the ranks and climbed career ladders and 

had titles and positions. We find that sometimes 

people have a very difficult time adapting to self-

management, where power is something that’s 

earned through trust and respect and 

communication. It’s very hard to change one’s 

mind and so just overcoming that mindset is one of 

the biggest barriers that I’ve seen. 

INTERVIEWER: Great, thank you. And are there any final 

comments you would like to make or give any 

advice to others considering going through this 

shift? 

INTERVIEWEE: Yeah, there are a number of factors associated 

with organizational self-management that people 

should really think about deeply and challenge if 

they’re interested in this journey. And one of those 

has to do with control and I’ve noticed people think 

they have control in a level three stance with a 

bureaucracy and hierarchy and command 

authority. And it’s really, really tough. They have 

the illusion of control or delusion of control but they 

don’t really have control. You only have control 

when people are engaged around purpose and 

meaning and you have trust and communication; 

that’s when you have true control.  

So in Morning Star self-managed ecosystem, one 

has multitude of peers who are looking at 

transparent information and providing core 

directions to their fellow colleagues on a real-time, 

continuous basis. And we think that represents 

more control that relying on a manager who might 
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wander through a work area a few times a day and 

ask a few questions and then is expected to 

maintain that delusion of control. So that’s the kind 

of mindset that has to be overcome.  

But there is also the challenge of managing 

complexity, our world is very complex and 

organizations today, their missions are very 

complex. And why would people want to manage 

complexity by adding more complexity? We think 

that self-management is a great opportunity to 

manage complexity through great simplicity and 

Morning Star basically operated for five or six 

years based on the governance of those two 

simple principles that I mentioned earlier. Other 

systems and techniques and the tools and apps 

didn’t come along much later after we started so 

it’s possible to manage great complexity with great 

simplicity.  

The other opportunities here for adopters are that 

you can unlock innovation throughout an entire 

enterprise by giving people a voice and a stake in 

results. Not depending on a tiny handful of 

individuals to provide innovation--you can unlock 

innovation throughout the entire group. And also 

organizations are full of leaders and when people 

get an opportunity to lead, they will step up based 

on their level of interest and expertise around a 

problem, an issue or process or whatever what 

might come up. And so to suppress the 

opportunities for leadership by an entire company, 

just for the sake of sustaining a bureaucracy or 

command and structure is extremely costly and the 
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opportunity cost of that is huge. So there are great 

benefits to be had; leadership, innovation, 

managing complexity and actually having more 

control. 

INTERVIEWER: That’s brilliant. Thank you very much. I don’t have 

any more questions.  

END OF TRANSCRIPT	


