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Advance Praise for FedEx Delivers

As someone who is committed to infusing nonprofit organizations and the public
sector with dynamism and creativity that animates great organizations, I’m al-
ways on the lookout for books to help us do that. From the moment I started
reading FedEx Delivers, I knew I had found just such a book.

GAYLE ROSE

Cofounder, Women’s Foundation for a Greater Memphis

Madan manages to capture the concepts from soft sciences and transform them
into hard principles validated by real-world examples from FedEx. A must-read
for managers looking for proven ideas to unleash employees’ creativity and
commitment.

JOHN SANTI

Managing Director
Stanford Group Company

Want some great ideas for beating the competition tomorrow and the day after?
Madan Birla describes the management architecture and specific innovations
FedEx uses to beat its competitors year after year. FedEx delivers with its perfor-
mance culture, and so does this book.

RICHARD DAFT

Brownlee O. Currey Jr., Professor of Management,
Vanderbilt University Author, Fusion Leadership and

The Leadership Experience 

Innovation isn’t just about having great ideas. It’s about developing them, leading
with vision, and executing tenaciously. Madan Birla clearly understands this and
provides a window into an iconic company that created an industry by shattering
a customer compromise and continuing to raise the bar through innovation.

STEVE PRESTON

Executive Vice President, Strategic Services
ServiceMaster

FedEx Delivers tells a clear, compelling story about the leadership practices that
contributed so mightily to the company’s phenomenal success. Founder and



CEO Fred Smith, a visionary and inspiring leader, comes across as a self-effacing
business hero, a rarity in today’s celebrity-saturated culture.

JOHN O’NEIL

President, The Center for Leadership Renewal
Author, Paradox of Success

Provides an easy-to-follow road map for building an innovation and performance
culture.

RAM NOMULA

Executive Vice President, Manufacturing Services
Technicolor Home Entertainment Services

Madan delivers an insightful insider’s view in helping us understand what makes
FedEx tick and how you can use that for your enterprise. FedEx Delivers is a
must-read resource for all leaders interested in gaining a competitive edge.

TOM GEGAX

Author, By the Seat of Your Pants: The No-Nonsense
Business Management Guide

By telling us stories about the leaders he encountered during his 22 years with
FedEx, Birla teaches us five valuable lessons any organization can apply to keep
innovating and stay ahead of the competition.

BEN KEDIA

Robert Wang Chair of Excellence in International Business
The University of Memphis

Birla’s insights into how FedEx continues to grow and foster this highly recog-
nized innovation culture is a testament to the leadership excellence and em-
ployee commitment. FedEx Delivers inspires the reader to apply these ideas.

KATHY MAZZANTI

Regional Vice President
Right Management Consultants

I was delighted by Madan’s holistic approach to creating an innovation and per-
formance culture that acknowledges the critical role of work/life balance.

ALICE CAMPBELL

Director, Community Relations and Work/Life
Baxter International
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Preface

Rarely can a person join an organization destined for greatness in the
early days of its development and then play a key role in helping it
fulfill that destiny. I was presented with such an opportunity when I
joined FedEx* in 1979. After I had spent the better part of my career
helping FedEx become one of the most successful and admired
companies in the world, I retired three years ago and decided to
share some of the lessons I had learned. Since then, I have addressed
business groups across the country and have acted as an advisor and
business consultant. During this period, I have had numerous con-
versations with top executives from dozens of companies about the
factors that make a company grow. In these talks with leaders of
businesses both large and small, I have asked the same question:

“What is the one improvement that would enable you to realize
your revenue and profit growth goals?”

Here are some of the responses I have heard:
“For us to achieve our top line and bottom line targets in today’s

highly competitive global economy, we have to innovate. We can-
not continue to do business the way we have been doing.”

From its inception in 1973 until 1994, the company was named Federal Express but was
popularly known as FedEx. In 1994, FedEx was officially adopted as the company’s name.
Following the acquisition of Caliber Systems in 1998, the parent company FDX was cre-
ated. In 2000, FDX was renamed FedEx Corporation, and the original company handling
the express shipments was named FedEx Express. All of my experience, from 1979
through 2001, was with the original company, still by far the largest operating company in
the FedEx family. All the examples in the book are based on my experience at the original
company. To avoid confusion by using Federal Express, FedEx, and FedEx Express, I sim-
ply use the name “FedEx.”
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“To continue to grow in today’s highly competitive economy we
have to outthink and outperform the competition. To have a com-
petitive edge, we must have an innovation edge.”

“In today’s economy, there is no such thing as a sustainable
competitive advantage. We must tap into the creative potential of
each employee and harness it to create an innovation culture.”

The companies I have visited range from having a few hun-
dred employees to having more than 200,000, and show revenues
from $20 million to $20 billion annually. Their products and ser-
vices include foods, transportation, biotechnology, financial ad-
vice, health care, and orthopedic implants. But no matter the size
or the product, the senior executives of these companies have one
thing in common: They all know that to have a profitable business
in the twenty-first century, their companies cannot rely on what
they have done well in the past—or even what they are doing well
today. To enjoy continued growth and prosperity, businesses must
innovate.

In today’s business world, innovation is a buzzword that often
leaves employees worried, confused, and unable to meet unclear
expectations. I have written this book to share the leadership prac-
tices and support systems that helped FedEx become one of the
most successful and high-performance companies of all times.

FedEx Delivers will help you understand not only why innova-
tion is essential, but also how you can make it part of your corporate
culture. It provides the tools to develop a culture that actively en-
gages every employee in helping your organization increase market
share and profitability. You will learn how to adapt the FedEx
model to your unique environment so that your employees will
keep asking: What new things can we do in our day-to-day work
lives to better serve our customers?

The book presents a step-by-step blueprint for building and sus-
taining an innovation and performance culture. Leaders and orga-
nizations can learn how to make creative thinking a part of their



company’s design and infrastructure instead of stumbling on ideas
by chance.

In addition to the managers who use this book to build and sus-
tain an innovation and performance culture, corporate trainers
will find that FedEx Delivers is an ideal resource for their leadership
development programs. Academicians can use FedEx Delivers in
their classes in leadership, innovation, engineering management,
international business, and organization development.

Preface xi
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Introduction

FedEx Delivers: How the World’s Leading Shipping Company Keeps
Innovating and Outperforming the Competition explores in detail
the leadership philosophy and practices responsible for FedEx’s
phenomenal growth. This book’s uniquely practical approach gives
readers the processes and tools that FedEx has used to become a
market leader.

Chapter 1 takes the mystery out of innovation by breaking it
down into three steps—generation, acceptance, and implementa-
tion of ideas. Typically, employees think of innovation only in
terms of the first step—coming up with a unique idea. Once they
understand that acceptance and implementation are also essen-
tial, they realize that their contribution in those steps is equally
important.

The second chapter explores the premise that innovation is not
something a person or company does just once. To sustain a com-
petitive advantage, businesses must maintain an environment that
encourages new ideas. Fred Smith had a new concept when he
launched the company, but he achieved lasting success because the
business continued to adapt to the changing business environment.
Building and sustaining an innovation culture is a journey.

The third chapter asks the question, “If business leaders recog-
nize the need for innovation, why is it that only a few succeed in
that quest?” What exactly are the roadblocks to innovation? The
five most common obstacles are discussed.

Chapter 4 develops a mental model of innovation by explor-
ing when the mind is in the best position to generate, accept, and

xix



xx Introduction

implement creative ideas. For this process to flourish, the mind
must be engaged, growing, secure, collaborative, and committed.
This chapter defines the five leadership responsibilities associated
with creating these conditions.

The remaining chapters of the book discuss in detail the prac-
tices and organizational support systems needed to fulfill each of
the five leadership responsibilities. Each practice is illustrated by
firsthand examples from FedEx. Chapter 5 describes the four lead-
ership practices used at FedEx to engage and involve all their em-
ployees. Although a car engine may be running, the car will not
move forward unless the engine is engaged. Similarly, for an orga-
nization to grow and move forward, employees have to be engaged
in the enterprise.

The four leadership practices and organizational support sys-
tems that help employees update and expand their knowledge bases
are presented in Chapter 6. The mind generates creative ideas by
making connections between seemingly unrelated variables. The
creative impulse rests on seeing new possibilities and new combi-
nations. For the mind to generate creative ideas, it must either con-
nect existing dots (one’s knowledge base) in new ways or acquire
and connect new dots.

Chapter 7 focuses on the four leadership practices used at
FedEx to create a secure environment for the expression and ac-
ceptance of ideas. Creative thoughts are rarely refined and ready to
implement at the outset. They need to be developed. For many,
sharing a raw idea is unnerving: What will management think?
Could I be reprimanded if my suggestion doesn’t mesh with my su-
pervisor’s? Is it stupid? These questions and fears are all very real in
today’s business culture, leading many employees to keep their
ideas to themselves—a major hurdle in the quest for innovation.
Employees have to feel secure to express their ideas. Managers
have to feel secure to accept new ideas, especially ones that are dif-
ferent from their own views.


