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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my amazing wife Carissa. Your gift of healing trauma, providing hope to others, and compassion for people are a true inspiration. Thank you for sharing your vast knowledge of the brain and how our life experiences impact our decisions and outlook for the future. You are a daily inspiration to me, and my love for you is timeless.

		

	
		
			Forward

			After the COVID 19 pandemic, America hit the pause button, and employees re-evaluated their role in the workforce. This phenomenon was dubbed the Great Resignation. The aftermath of that paradigm shift has left companies searching for answers to their employee retention issues and clamoring for solutions to their recruitment shortfalls. Looking back on that time in our history we can see that a seismic shift occurred, altering the balance of power between management and labor. Companies must learn from these events and re-consider and re-examine their relationships with their employees.

			Recognizing that a shift has taken place is the first step for companies to position themselves for successfully interacting with the modern workforce. The second step is understanding why this shift happened, and the third is anticipating what the future holds for employee relationships moving forward. Finally, the last step is how to use this knowledge to position themselves to emerge stronger with a more sustainable engaged workforce.

			This book is a roadmap for leaders to learn from the Great Resignation and adapt in order to excel in the new paradigm. It provides tools and a process for leaders and companies to cultivate sustainable employees, which will be the key to long-term success.

		

	
		
			Part One

			The Problem

		

	
		
			The Great Resignation

			When the COVID-19 Pandemic hit, employers couldn’t downsize fast enough, laying off employees and scaling back for what they feared was an extended protracted economic downturn—resulting in the displacement of millions of workers. Fear and uncertainty reigned across the country, from Wall Street to main streets in all communities. But as time passed, the economy began to improve, businesses re-opened, and the economy surged, yet something was different. Not everyone was returning to work. Employers struggled to fill positions, and there were 10 million job openings across the United States. In August of 2021 alone, 4.3 million workers QUIT their jobs, and according to the US Bureau of Labor, the monthly “quit rate” reached its highest level since they began tracking this figure. This mass exodus was happening across all sectors of the economy, not just in hospitality or food service. Every industry felt the effects.

			This phenomenon was being played out across the globe as well. In the United Kingdom, job vacancies skyrocketed to over 1 million vacant jobs in July of 2021. A Workhuman IQ survey in the UK showed that 48% of men and 45% of women interviewed intended to quit in the next year. Wellbeing is one of the glaring results from the survey on why so many have already left and why almost one-half are considering quitting within the next twelve months. The survey reported that more than half (54%) of workers had suffered burnout and three in ten stated their mental and physical health had declined in the year.¹ ADP Research Institute figures showed that globally one out of 10 workers said they work 20 hours extra per week for free, with the average employee putting in an extra 9.2 hours of uncompensated work per week. You begin to sense that the labor force had hit a decision point.

			Harvard Professor of Economics, Lawrence Katz, gave an interview for the Harvard Gazette citing two reasons why the quit rate is so high and so many workers are not returning to the post-pandemic workforce. First, he stated, was the strong incentive to change jobs. Historically people who switch jobs tend to get higher wage growth than people who stay put, and with many job openings, there is an incentive to seek higher pay. But his second reason is fascinating. Citing survey and anecdotal data, he stated, “I think we’ve really met a once-in-a-generation take this job and shove it moment.” He went on to state, “maybe the current moment reflects a permanent change in people’s values and a change in their willingness to withhold labor supply, individually and collectively.³

			But why a change in values now? We have had recessions in the 1980s, the early 1990s, and the early 2000s, and who could forget the Great Recession in 2008-2009? What made this economic downturn different, or more significant, that it is bringing about a “take this job and shove it” moment? The answer is because this time it was different. It was not just an economic downturn, a spout of unemployment, or a drop in the SP500. This event was a Significant Emotional Event for the entire country. As Katz states, “[These phenomena] could be a major change in the balance. A lot of it is individual decisions, but a lot of it is workers acting collectively now in a way that we haven’t seen in decades” A collective “Up Yours” from the labor market to employers. ³

			Microsoft did their own study, and their results were remarkably similar to WorkHuman’s study in the UK, where they too found that 40% of the global workforce was considering leaving their workplace in 2021. In their article “The Next Great Disruption is Hybrid Work- Are We Ready?”, Microsoft explores how the year 2020 created lasting changes to how we work and identified seven trends they believe will shape the working world.4

			The top trends were:

			1.	Flexible work is here to stay.

			2.	Leaders are out of touch with employees and need a wake-up call.

			3.	High productivity is masking an exhausted workforce.

			4.	Gen Z is at risk and will need to be re-energized.

			5.	Shrinking Networks are endangering innovation.

			6.	Authenticity will spur productivity and wellbeing.

			7.	Talent is everywhere in a hybrid world.

			I didn’t spend millions on a study like Microsoft, but in the fall of 2021, I saw these top three trends firsthand when I was asked to come into an organization to consider working on some lofty goals the CEO had laid out. I arrived early to get a lay of the land and observe things before the company performed the dog and pony show set to the music of Everything is Awesome from the Lego Movie. As I watched the employees stroll into the building with a hurried frenzy of not wanting to be late, I noticed that no one smiled. No one said good morning to each other. I would say “good morning” to a few people in my vicinity, and after they snapped out of their fog, I would get “Oh, uh, good morning” as they hurried to their cubicle. After the dog and pony show, I spent time with the senior executives in teams of two for upwards of 30 minutes to an hour. In one set of meetings, a Senior VP came in late, asked one question, and left me alone with another Senior VP. People tend to talk more when no one is around, and after 30 minutes, I could deduce that he was miserable at his job. He even shared that he was “only there because retirement was so close on the horizon” (his words, not mine). The culture was terrible, every employee I saw was unhappy, and leadership looked to bail as soon as the opportunity arose.

			After these meetings, the CEO and I went to lunch. I gently probed about the Pandemic, the relationship with employees, hybrid working or working from home, and so on. He responded that there would be no hybrid working or remote working and that “in his opinion, the only thing the pandemic did was give people two years of not having a boss.” And there it was. That statement summed up the entire culture of the organization. No wonder everyone was unhappy. I wanted to scream across the table, “That is what the Pandemic taught you? No wonder your employees are unhappy. They are overworked and unappreciated. And you are out of touch, refusing hybrid work so you can hover over them? Everyone is miserable!”. Instead, I smiled and enjoyed my salad, and even though they would have paid me handsomely, I politely declined the prison sentence. I mean the opportunity to work with that organization.

			I did exactly what the rest of America and the world were doing. I knew many other great companies would value my skills and talents, so why would I give my time to this one? I have choices. With millions of job openings, the workforce is looking harder at each opportunity, weighing the pros and cons, and allowing positions to pass them by while quietly enjoying their salad.

		

	
		
			Simplify

			I have had an amazing life. I had loving supportive parents growing up. I played in two little league world series by the age of 13. I had eaten dinner in the White House three separate times before entering high school. I started several companies in my 20’s and built them up and sold them to follow my passion in life, which was politics. I was elected to the Missouri Legislature at the age of 29, where I served two terms. At age 33 I was elected to the Missouri Senate and by the age of 40 I was the most senior member of the Missouri Senate, with considerable political influence and immense sway over the state’s 23-billion-dollar budget. After politics I was appointed to be the Chairman of an organization that regulates billion dollar publicly traded utility monopolies, and have since founded my own business consultancy, and became a professional public speaker, I have been a guest on Dr. Phil, CNN, Fox News, the Lou Dobbs Show, and many other media outlets. Overall, I have had many wonderful and interesting experiences throughout my career, yet one experience stands out among them all. And that experience is why I decided to write this book.

			It was 5:00 AM, and I stood in the shower, letting the hot water roll across my stress-filled shoulders. My forehead was against the cold wall of the shower. The coolness of the wall contrasted with the heat of the water, while one phrase repeatedly ran across my mind. So much so that I started forming the words with my lips. They would emerge from the right of my temple, dance across my mind, then disappear to the left, only to be repeated. Simplify your life, Scott. Simplify your life.

			This wasn’t a unique experience. It had been repeating, morning after morning, for the last two weeks. Something or someone was trying to tell me something. I don’t know who or what, but the message was simple. Simplify your life. The message was so simple, yet so complicated. So easy to say but seemingly impossible to do. It made so much sense, yet it was confusing. So, I did what I always do. I ignored it and pushed on through my day.

			I was running for statewide office in Missouri, and the campaign was in the final stretches. Up at 5 AM, dressed, breakfast made for the kids, lunches packed, clothes laid out, dinner put in the crock pot, coffee made/drank. Get the kids up, take them to school, then fundraising meetings, calls, appearances, more dialing for dollars, coordinating school picks up, more meetings, fundraisers, campaign appearances, home by 8:00 to kiss my wife and tuck the kids in at 9:00. Then emails and conference calls until midnight.

			Rinse, repeat. Rinse, repeat.

			All day long, people wanted my attention. Data, messages, and requests all bombarded me constantly. The only time things were quiet was 5:00 AM, in the shower, when my brain was calm. Free from overwhelming stimuli. Free from the insane rigors I put it through. And what did it tell me repeatedly? That it couldn’t take it anymore.

			It was a quiet scream for help. Simplify your life. The message had been there for a long time, but I only heard it when things got quiet. I was lucky it didn’t take a global pandemic to quiet things enough for me to listen to what my brain needed. But for most people, the lockdowns brought about by Covid-19 brought about a stillness long enough for people to pay attention and listen to what they needed. We are now experiencing the aftermath of that collective experience.

			People had a forced period of disengagement from their daily routine. They are questioning their views on work, family, balance, stress, success, etc. They have income but still feel poor. They have success but still feel empty. They are surrounded by co-workers but experience loneliness. I know, because that is how I felt standing in the shower at 5:00 AM many years ago.

			Today’s workers are facing a choice. The same choice I faced years ago. Either over-feed their brain with stimuli, over-schedule their lives, and over-consume as a way of escaping their reality and still feel unfulfilled and depressed. Or understand their everyday routines were leading them to unhealthy and unhappy lives. I realized that my life needed CPR, and I believe that millions in the workforce are recognizing they too need CPR. They need to:

			C: Change the changeable

			P: Pay no attention to the unchangeable

			R: Remove the unacceptable

			Your employees are in the process of clarifying their purpose and re-assessing their values. If you are leading an organization, you should assist them in this process. If done correctly, it will provide you with the knowledge you need to communicate with them, support them, and retain them as valuable members of your team. If not done, then you may find yourself and your organization in the R category of their lives, and their talent may be removed from your organization because they deemed your company unacceptable.

			Maybe the workforce doesn’t even know what they want yet, but something has changed, and they know what they don’t want. What the last few years have shown us is that employees are overwhelmed, exhausted, and many are dealing with emotional and stressful hardships. These are big things in life to go through. They are significant life events. And to understand why the labor force hit the pause button after the pandemic, we need to understand life’s significant emotional events, and how they motivate people to change, and what employers need to do to maximize this opportunity.

		

	
		
			Significant Emotional Event

			Renowned marketing professor and sociologist Dr. Morris Massey defines a Significant Emotional Event (SEE) as: “an experience that is so mentally arresting that it becomes a catalyst for you to consider, examine, and possibly change your initial values or value system.”1 Every community in America felt the impact of COVID-19. The ensuing shutdowns allowed fear to reign in homes across the country. While COVID-19 triggered a significant emotional experience for everyone, additional significant emotional events exacerbated the situation for many. Some had to deal with the death of a loved one. They could not visit them when they were sick, hug or hold them, or say their goodbyes—separated from those they love, unable to share a warm embrace, laugh with, or comfort. The financial devastation for business owners, the loss of jobs, and the loss of income impacted millions. Parents worried about affording rent, and food, with no idea when a job would re-appear. The data from this collective SEE is still coming in, and we are at the initial stages of understanding its full ramifications. But make no mistake, individuals and families used this catalyst to do precisely what Dr. Massey said. “Consider, examine, and possibly change values and value systems.”

			According to Johns Hopkins Medical Institute, extensive psychological research and firsthand experiences confirm that events during heightened states of emotion such as fear, anger, and joy are far more memorable than less dramatic occurrences. And one factor that scientists believe to be critical in that process is the emotional load of an event.2 COVID-19, the shutdowns, loss of employment, separation from loved ones, fear of the future, and the death of a family member all combine to create a complex psychological experience, and looking at one event doesn’t tell the whole story of their impact. Everyone’s situation is different, but there are shared experiences that transcend from being an individual event and become a collective experience. These events were quite an emotional load for an individual, let alone an entire society. It was an experience in which everyone was an unwilling participant.

			When revisiting the employee surveys and data mentioned earlier, they imply that COVID-19 had taught millions of people that our daily lives before the Pandemic were not sustainable. After spending weeks at home during the shutdowns, with schools closed and families together, many do not want to return to pre-shutdown life. They reconnected with their family and enjoyed their time away from work. The forced pause button on their lives helped people realize how many are over-scheduled, overworked, and underappreciated. Why am I working 9.2 extra hours per week for free? Why do I drive 45 minutes in traffic each way to do the same work I can do from home? Why must I take time off if my kids’ school has a late start or I have a doctor’s appointment? Why do I give so much to an organization that will have a job posting looking for my replacement before I am embalmed? And most importantly, does working for this company enhance my values or detract from them?

			We see anecdotal evidence of this refocusing in many areas, where the shifting of priorities has taken place with more significant investments made to the home and increased importance given to quality time and experiences within the home. For example, the number of swimming pools in backyards began to skyrocket during the Pandemic. Cape Analytics showed an increase of more than 800,000 net-new pools, above- or in-ground, nationwide between October 2019 and October 2020. This represents a 533% increase from the norm for net-new pools in a given year.3 And that’s even with the supply chain shortages! A swimming pool in the backyard exemplifies family time together and fun memories with the kids, all centered around the home.

			The Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard reported that “while the US economy shrank by 3.5 percent in 2020, spending on home improvements and repairs grew more than 3 percent, to nearly $420 billion, as households modified living spaces for work, school, and leisure in response to the COVID-19 Pandemic”, with the lion share of this growth being DIY projects.4 The home had suddenly became the main focus of families all across the land.

			The refocusing of priorities and time spent within the home provides the opportunity for change and growth. An Australian survey of 2,130 families from diverse backgrounds showed some families reporting positive benefits and meaning coming from the shutdowns, including opportunities for strengthening relationships, finding new hobbies, and developing positive characteristics such as appreciation, gratitude, and tolerance.5 However multiple studies also show a significant adverse effect on the mental health of individuals and families resulting from the pandemic. Every situation is different, and family dynamics differ greatly from family to family.

			Professor John A. Davis wrote for the Cambridge Family Enterprise Group in Family Resilience in the Time of Corona that “adversity and crisis can either lead a family and its enterprise into decline or renewal and regeneration. It can go either way. If you are not resilient, a crisis or prolonged adversity can more likely divide family members, derail family functioning and decision-making, create lasting divisions, and destroy value. If you are resilient, adversity will more often bring family members together, be a wake-up call for things that need to change, motivate more attention to meaningful relationships and activities, bring innovation to systems, and lead to reinvention and value creation”.6

			He argues that resilient families are needed now more than ever and that companies and employers should invest in creating resilient employees who raise resilient families. In these conditions, companies must innovate constantly, anticipate disruption, and consider wider diversification to stay alive. “The families behind these companies must themselves be innovative, agile, and resilient.6

		

	
		
			Trauma

			The brain is the most powerful device in the universe. It is as complex as it is mysterious, but one thing that we understand is that its primary function is to keep us safe. Our brain converts experiences into memories so we can prioritize activities that yield satisfactory results and avoid incidents that have negative consequences. If we touch a hot stove when we are young, we get hurt, and our brain learns not to do that again. However, there are times when our brains have to work hard and fast in intense situations to keep us safe, such as trauma. The trauma may be a new experience for the brain, and it cannot rely on the patterns it has formed in the past to know how to process the trauma while it is occurring. Thus, it creates new pathways, and during times of trauma, these pathways are carved deep into our psyche. This reaction changes the way the brain functions. Then, later in our lives, the brain relies on these pathways from the past and keeps warning us of present dangers long after the threat or traumatic experience ends.

			When we experience trauma, the brain shuts down all nonessential systems and activates the sympathetic nervous and adrenal-cortical systems, which triggers the fight or flight response. In the book “Blink,” Malcolm Gladwell discusses this phenomenon documented in police shootings. Interviews with police officers involved in shootings produce the same details repeatedly: extreme visual clarity, tunnel vision, and the sense that time is slowing down. When facing a life-threatening situation, the mind dramatically limits the range and amount of information a person has to deal with. This narrowing allows police officers to focus better when they confront a threat. Our brains are constantly bombarded with stimuli and information. But when forced into the fight or flight process of our brains, we don’t need all that information, and all of our attention, mentally, physically, and emotionally, is focused on the traumatic situation to keep us safe. Thus, it is safe to say that these intense moments of our lives have a profound impact on our brains.

			The term “fight-or-flight” represents our ancient ancestors’ choices when faced with danger in their environment. They could fight the saber tooth tiger, or they could flee. Either way, the physiological and psychological response to stress prepares the body to react to the danger. During the fight or flight response, we will experience increased breathing rate, heart rate, blood flow to large organs, blood flow to large skeletal muscles, decreased blood flow to the frontal lobes, and increased blood flow to the primitive part of the brain.

			The fight or flight mode stimulates the amygdala gland, an almond-shaped structure in our brains that helps us process emotions. The amygdala is essential as it helps regulate how we respond to fear and create emotional memories. Traumatic stress over-activates the amygdala. 1 When this happens, our fear responses become more intense, which means that memories of traumatic events can become nightmares and flashbacks. It can also mean that emotion-driven thoughts become so intrusive that they can prevent us from sleeping. An overactive amygdala also means our brain can have difficulty realizing the difference between a threat then and a threat now. When we’re reminded of a traumatic event or experience, the amygdala responds the same way it would if we were experiencing the trauma for the first time. This causes us to be on high alert all the time and can make us feel like we’re constantly on edge. The results of an overactive amygdala can look different for each of us. Most people do not know their brain activated the fight or flight mode, so they might not be in a threatening or stressful situation, but they don’t feel like themselves.

			Individuals in stress response may have anxiety and trouble sleeping. They are irritable or have increased nightmares, start having random panic attacks, or their memory is more fuzzy than usual. Some may experience poor concentration, trouble making decisions, and struggle to learn new things. And on top of all those feelings, they are tired. Beyond tired, bordering on fatigue, even daily responsibilities and self-care begin to feel like a chore. That is because the brain uses a good amount of energy to protect us from perceived threats. Thereby leaving us emotionally, physically, and mentally depleted.

			Living with a brain that’s always on alert can also make relationships challenging. When we constantly feel threatened, paranoid, or afraid, consciously or subconsciously, we may not accurately pick up on how others feel and think. This can lead to communication problems that can put a strain on some of our most important relationships.

			The Backpack

			To help me understand how the brain processes trauma, my wife Carissa, who is a mental health counselor, told me this story about a client she worked with experiencing all the symptoms listed above. These symptoms were causing him to struggle to hold down a job, his marriage failed, and he just wasn’t sure if he wanted to live anymore. We will call him Oscar because she can’t break client confidentiality, and I know nothing about him except he is a war veteran.

			Oscar came to my wife’s office because his life was falling apart. Arguments with co-workers and his supervisors, temper flares, and feelings of anxiety were constant in his life. His wife said she didn’t know who he was anymore, and he was always mentally somewhere else, distant and cold to her. He wanted help. He did not want to live like this, as this was not who he was. Before his two wartime tours, he was a jovial person who loved to laugh. He was easygoing, got along with everyone, who adored his wife, and was there for her emotionally and physically. He felt like that person didn’t exist anymore and was just a fading memory.

			Through talk therapy, it became clear that he had Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which, unfortunately, is common in our military. However, Oscar didn’t understand why these moments of stress and anxiety would randomly appear in his life. My wife suggested they try a therapy called Eye Movement Desensitization Response (EMDR).

			She asked Oscar if he had ever been to the historic Ft. Laramie. She explained to him how, still to this day, you can see the ruts in the ground from all the wagon trains that traveled the Oregon Trail past the historical army outpost. And even though a wagon has not traveled along the trail for 150 years, the trail is clearly visible. Carissa informed Oscar that he had experienced trauma, and something was triggering that trauma frequently in his life, long after he returned from war. When he was triggered, his brain was going into fight or flight mode. The neuropathway created when the trauma first happened is being used again, bringing back the strong mental, physical, and emotional response that he first experienced in war. So basically, his brain was stuck in the ruts of this deep trail it had carved in his brain. He was revisiting the pain of the traumatic event, over and over. The fight or flight section of the brain was overpowering the logical part of the brain. EMDR therapy would hopefully by-pass the area of the brain that has become stuck due to trauma and forge a new neuropathway that does not trigger the fight or flight emotional response.

			My wife explained that we need both parts of our brain to process memories and experiences correctly and that our brains are good at this process. During sleep, information and memories cross from both sides of our brain when we process and consolidate memories from the hippocampus to the neocortex. During Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep, our eyes dart back and forth from left to right, reflecting the stimulation of both the left and right brains. Non-traumatic memories don’t become “stuck” because at night, when we dream, these are moved out of the amygdala-hippocampal complex and processed by the rest of the brain. So EMDR stimulates both the left and the right side of the brain to help reprocess the trauma.

			Oscar began the EMDR process by identifying that his military experience was tied to the belief that he was unsafe. Next, my wife asked Oscar to recall the most significant or intense memory of when he felt his life was in danger. He remembered when he and his company were sweeping an area for explosives and a bomb detonated. It injured and disfigured several of his buddies. He then connected the emotions of fear and anger to this experience and began to feel intense pain around his upper back. Carissa asked him to hold his memory, emotions, and back pain together and start the butterfly hug.

			The butterfly hug is a form of bilateral stimulation or right-to-left movement where an individual crosses their hands across their chest and slowly taps left to right. After about a minute of tapping, Carissa asked Oscar, “what came up?” He told her that he could hear the screams of his buddies. Carissa told him to “Go with that and begin tapping again.” As the process continued, Oscar told my wife that he kept seeing in his mind a backpack and that this image was causing the pain in his back to become more intense. After several minutes of working through the process of EMDR, Oscar recalled that a backpack held the bomb that exploded and injured his friends.

			Backpacks are pretty common in Oscar’s life. He sees them on the way to take his kids to school, while watching a sitcom or being worn by someone at the grocery store. The trauma caused by his experience in war forged a deep rut in his neuropathway. That rut was formed while he was in fight or flight mode, and every time he saw a backpack, his brain sensed danger and triggered that same response of fear, anxiety, and fight or flight. Without knowing it, each time he saw a backpack, his emotional and physical response was triggered, and the ruts in his brain were getting even more profound.

			The wonderful thing about EMDR professionals like my wife is that they know how to help a client through the process of connecting old memories to new information. This reprocessing creates new neuropathways, which lessens the intensity of the trauma. The left-to-right movement stimulated both sides of his brain and forced them to work together and communicate. Having a knowledgeable guide who knew how to let the brain do most of the heavy lifting helped Oscar to process that backpacks are safe. When Oscar sees a backpack now, he does not enter into fight or flight mode and experience traumatic stress. As Oscar continued his EMDR journey, his life began to change in profound ways. His marriage got better, his relationships improved, and he was no longer irritable. It was not just his brain that was on a new path, but his whole life. He was back in control of his future.

			Trauma comes in many forms. It may not be as easy to identify as a bomb going off and killing your friend. A person may experience trauma as a response to any event they find physically or emotionally threatening or harmful. But not everyone who experiences a stressful event will develop trauma. There are several types of traumas, with the three main categories being:

			
					Acute trauma: This results from a single stressful or dangerous event.

					Chronic trauma results from repeated and prolonged exposure to highly stressful events. Examples include cases of child abuse, bullying, or domestic violence.

					Complex trauma: This results from exposure to multiple traumatic events.

			

			There is even secondary trauma, or vicarious trauma when a person develops trauma symptoms from close contact with someone who has experienced a traumatic event. The symptoms often mirror those of PTSD. Family members, mental health professionals, and others who care for those who have experienced a traumatic event are at risk of vicarious trauma.2 Some research estimates that 60–75% of people in North America experience a traumatic event at some point.3 This research was done before the Pandemic and the lockdowns.

			Every American, at some level, was impacted by the events of the Pandemic. They could not visit or console the loss of a loved one, nor even attend a burial. The loss of income and jobs triggered constant fear and worry.

			You and your employees have all experienced the Pandemic’s trauma. Everyone’s experience was different; some had multiple traumatic events within the larger event of the lockdowns. Traumas within traumas. Understanding trauma and how it affects the decisions made by your teammates is crucial to forging a sustainable workforce. Employee and leadership development must consider this and include opportunities for people to receive assistance and for workers to feel supported, heard, and safe as they process and emerge from this time and work towards their personal goals and life of significance.

			Most people will continue with their daily lives, not understanding that underlying trauma impacts their decisions, behaviors, and relationships. Unless they receive support and help to discover the root cause of their feelings and emotions and take steps to create new neural pathways, they will continue to suffer. New pathways may lead them to more robust engagement with your company or the pathways forged by trauma may lead talented employees away from your organization.

		

	
		
			Cultural Shifts: Being In Tune Is Not Enough

			Humans have been wired to exist, survive, and provide for themselves, their families, and loved ones for thousands of years. While this behavior is ingrained into our DNA, there has been a cultural shift within the workforce. Going to work, earning a paycheck to support your family, enjoying a vacation, educating your children, and retiring, are no longer the centerpiece of the American Dream.

			This shift has been slowly happening over the past few decades, and recent events have exacerbated the change. Workers today no longer want only to survive and provide. They have shifted to wanting to live a life of significance and grow personally and professionally. The companies that will succeed in the next few decades are those whose mindset is not to build a business to make money. But to build a business to make a difference. The focus should not be on building a business the owners and founders want to have but on building a company they want to leave behind. If this is your organization’s mindset, mission, and culture, then you will fare well.

			There has also been a cultural shift post-pandemic. In the past, businesses have operated under the mantra that workers need them to provide jobs. This has been evident in corporate cultures, the expectation of tax credits and incentives from government entities to provide jobs, and the intense focus on the bottom line. However, the pendulum has swung, and the power has reverted to the workers. Businesses now need them, and employees look closely at opportunities to match their desire for a life of significance.

			Modern employees (especially millennials and younger) are unhappy at unprecedented levels. Since 1972, the General Social Survey (GSS) has asked Americans how happy they are, with three potential responses: very happy, somewhat happy, and not too happy. According to their survey in 2021, unhappiness rocketed to historic highs in all demographics. The 2021 GSS recorded the highest percentage of Americans who are “not too happy.” These people do not feel good about the world and their place in it. It increased the most in the under 35 age categories, with an astounding 30% resonating “not too happy”1. This is a huge wake-up call to organizations moving forward, considering a majority of the workforce will be millennials by 2025!2 Do you believe your employees are happy?

			A recent Gallup survey of employees shows that the Great Resignation was actually the Great Disconnect of employees from employers.3 Employees had become disengaged. Unengaged employees and teams’ turnover rates are 40% higher than engaged teams. And this hits the bottom line in a hard and fast manner, as replacing an employee costs from half to double the employee’s salary. Assuming a $50,000 annual salary, that correlates to $25,000 to $100,000 per employee!

			And don’t think people are leaving just for more money. Remember, people don’t leave jobs; they leave bosses. Research shows there exist many factors that are driving the exodus. Still, the biggest issue is the disconnect between employers’ beliefs about why employees are leaving and why employees state they have fled. According to McKinsey & Company, the top issues most important to employees are (ranked in order):4

			
					To be valued by organization

					To be valued by manager

					Have a sense of belonging

					Having caring and trusting teammates

					Have the Potential for Advancement

					Have a flexible work schedule

			

			Versus, what employers state is why people are exiting the organization:

			
					Inadequate compensation

					Poor Health

					Looking for a better job

					Development opportunities

					Ability to work remotely

					Poached by another company

			

			Summary

			The employer’s mindset: “It’s all about more money.”

			The employee’s mindset: “It’s all about the culture.”

			This point is driven home by further McKinsey & Company data that shows a toxic corporate culture is ten times stronger reason for jumping ship than better compensation. But every manager, executive, and CEO knows the famous mantra from Peter Drucker that “culture eats strategy for breakfast” and they claim to focus on company culture. I reply that yes, you may have a Senior Vice President of “people and culture.” Culture may be interwoven into your mission and vision statements, and there are posters with culture sayings in the break rooms, but culture has an Achilles heel. And that is, perception equals reality.

			If you believe you have a great corporate culture, that is your reality, and you act accordingly. If your workers perceive they are in a toxic culture, that is their reality, and they become disengaged.

			Is perception reality in the workplace?

			Perception is reality, or rather, perception is a filter through which we look at reality. And that filter is heavily biased by our daily experiences. How we are led, versus how we want to be led. To create the culture you envision you must have engaged employees.

			The Significant Emotional Event of the last few years has been non-discriminatory. It affects excellent companies with strong cultures and impacts organizations whose cultures are eating their strategy for breakfast and asking for seconds. It impacts highly professional positions and customer-facing positions. And the emerging data implies that it is not “good enough” to be in tune with the gifts and talents of your employees, but they must be put into positions that will engage and stretch them. Positions to challenge them, where they can see growth within themselves as employees, thus providing value to the employee and the organization. And this can only come from the top down, from strong, value-based, mission-driven, compassionate leaders that know their employees beyond their sales quota numbers or work style.

			Engaged teams of employees are up to 20% more productive than their counterparts. When other companies come looking to poach good employees, it takes upwards of a 20% increase in pay for an engaged team member to consider making the change. In contrast, it takes little to entice an unengaged employee to make a move.

			Employee development will separate the companies that emerge from this period of history with tremendous growth and success. In contrast, others will be left behind by creative destruction, competition, and loss of market share and relevancy. A Wall Street Journal & Vistage Research survey showed, “To secure talent needed to meet demand and maximize growth, CEOs should evaluate the strength and depth of their employee development program. While employees are ultimately the beneficiary of development, these programs also offer myriad benefits that help businesses: Improve loyalty and retention, Provide a competitive advantage in hiring, and Drive productivity and performance”.5

			And this is why it is vital to include Leadership Development as the main focus of your employee development programs because every employee’s experience is primarily shaped by their manager/leader. It should be repeated that employees do not leave bad companies; they leave bad managers. And bad managers impact revenues, as was referenced earlier in the average cost to replace an employee. The same WSJ/Vistage survey showed that increased retention rates correlated with stable to increased revenues. The study revealed, “Retaining employees ensures that businesses can go beyond simply meeting demand — retention provides a solid base of talent to help them scale and take advantage of growth opportunities.”

			Employees typically encounter two leadership levels within their work environment: immediate manager/leader and the executive leadership team. Both levels of leadership must be developed to cultivate engaged employees, as they impact the team member’s retention. Employees need to feel confident in the vision and leadership of the executive team to navigate the marketplace and steer the company in a profitable and productive direction so their job is secure. Likewise, they must feel valued and respected, and challenged by their immediate manager/leader to feel stretched and have the opportunity to grow. Leadership development is not just for lower and middle managers but for all employees, from the newest team member to the CEO. Sustainable employees are cultivated by quality leadership.

			Understanding what your employees want and need will not only drive productivity and ensure an engaged workforce, but it will help you in the enticement of future employees. Employees want to feel valued and that they fit in within a shared sense of identity. Thus, if you are looking to hire people in the next several years, you must understand what they seek. Hiring new employees has shifted from a recruiting mindset to a marketing mindset. To attract the best future talent you must understand what your current employees need.

			It is not “good enough” to be in tune with the gifts and talents of your employees, rather they must be put into positions that will stretch them. Allow your employees to prove to themselves and their leadership that they can accomplish the task. Then they will value the opportunity for personal and professional growth. Employee engagement increases, and employee retention will follow, thus providing value to the position and the organization.

		

	
		
			Authority does not equate to influence

			The engagement of team members is heavily dependent upon their team leader, manager, and supervisor. Just because you have authority over someone does not equate to the ability to influence someone positively. Expecting team leaders and managers to influence all those under their leadership sets that manager up for failure. It is essential to recognize that the relationship between employees may drive just as much as the relationship between manager and employee.

			It is challenging to lead large groups of people effectively. Modern business management experts state that ideally, there should be no more than 15-20 subordinates per manager/leader, with more traditional theorists saying that the number should be as low as 5-6. In larger organizations, reaching the lower end of those suggested numbers is difficult. Still, my experience has shown that even the most influential people may be able to manage more than twelve people but cannot effectively lead more than twelve people. Management and leadership are two different things. According to the Harvard Business Review, “management consists of controlling a group or a set of entities to accomplish a goal. Leadership refers to an individual’s ability to influence, motivate, and enable others to contribute toward organizational success. Influence and inspiration separate leaders from managers, not power and control.1 Hence, authority does not equate to influence.

			When it comes to managers who are leaders compared with those managers who cannot influence and motivate their employees, it typically comes down to relationships. And the beginning of relationships starts with understanding each other and communication. Absent those two things and relationships tend not to exist. In our personal lives, we tend to gravitate to something we understand, which we are comfortably familiar. Often, it’s things with which we are familiar or have similar interests, alike behaviors, and kindred personalities. In other words, Like Likes Like.

			In a workplace environment, you will find many different personalities that must operate together on a team to achieve an outcome on time. You may have had a job where managing personalities took more of your time than the work you were supposed to perform. That is because, as human beings, we have many different personalities. According to the Meyer-Briggs personality tests, there are 16 distinct personality types, with hundreds of thousands of sub-variations. It is ludicrous to expect every manager to be able to effectively connect with every single subordinate and establish relationships that foster motivation and the ability to influence. But the first step to establishing a connection is understanding the other person. And that is why you must have a process within your leadership and employee development programs to give managers individualized tools to better interact with co-workers and subordinates to build the relationships necessary to form the foundation of employee engagement.

			The American Sculptor and writer Elizabeth King stated, «Process saves us from the poverty of our intentions.” We as leaders may have the best intentions to build a relationship with our teammates or co-workers, but often if there is no process, our good intentions do not equate to a relationship built. Our personal lives feel the poverty of that unrealized relationship as the company’s bottom line also feels the poverty of those unfollowed through intentions.

			Consider Vince Lombardi, the greatest NFL coach of all time. He was so revered that the winner of the Super Bowl is given the Vince Lombardi trophy, the most tremendous honor in football. But many did not realize that when Vince went to coach at Green Bay, the team’s record the year prior was 1-10-1. One win. TEN losses and one tie. That team that went 1-10-1 consisted of thirteen future Hall of Fame members. But they were not playing at a Hall of Fame level until they had a great leader. After their first year under Lombardi, Green Bay had their first winning season in over twelve years, going 7-5. In their second season under Lombardi, Green Bay made it all the way to the NFL Championship game.

			Coach Lombardi had a process that began with building relationships with the people he was surrounded with to influence their behavior on and off the field.

		

	
		
			The Company You Keep

			Have you ever heard the notion that you are the sum of the five people you surround yourself with? It was a famous mantra that has been retold numerous times, whose premise is that you are who you spend time with. However, David Burkus authored an interesting article on this subject while researching his book “Friend of a Friend,” which explored the data on this notion. And he found that you are much more than the average of the top 5 people and that the influence on you spreads far beyond five people and includes people you have never even met or heard of. Burkus uses 30 years of data and looks at various issues, from obesity to smoking and happiness. He writes:

			“According to their results, if a friend of yours becomes obese, you are 45 percent more likely than chance to gain weight over the next two to four years. More surprisingly, however, Christakis and Fowler found that if a friend of your friend becomes obese, your likelihood of gaining weight increases by about 20 percent — even if you don’t know that friend of a friend. The effect continues one more person out. If a friend of a friend of your friend develops obesity, you are still 10 percent more likely than a random chance to gain weight as well.1

			My closest friends/family do not only influence me but also those people with whom they most associate. Or, as Burkus explains, the cultural norms that are accepted by your group influence your behavior. So, we must take a long look at the network/community in which we are situated to get a handle on the best environment for us to be situated.

			Now sometimes, the answer is obvious. When G. Marconi, the father of the radio, was working on the technology and patent that would transmit signals without wires or cables, he immediately knew he needed to find a better network and community to surround him.

			When he applied for a patent from the Italian government, the government officials believed that a man who thought he could send voices, messages, and sounds through the air without wires, must be insane. And they denied giving “a disturbed man” a patent. So, he packed up his life and work and moved to England to be in the heart of the business world, which would be more supportive of his ideas.

			I am sure if you look back on your life, there were and maybe still are people you surround yourself with who quickly dismiss your ideas and thoughts or downplay your dreams and desires. Or perhaps the opposite. Everyone around you is a Yes Man or a Yes Woman. Every idea you have is fantastic, and every joke is hilarious. Either way, is this who you should be influenced by? Maybe your friends won’t declare you insane and try to lock you up because your ideas are so revolutionary, but their lack of belief in you, or their fear of you, is just as disserving to your creativity, dreams, and passion.

			I remember one day when I was an influential state senator in Missouri and was at a charity fundraising skeet shoot and pig roast held at an exclusive gun club. The event was for Missouri’s most prominent charity that supported independent living for adults with developmental disabilities. I had been their legislative champion for several years, securing their funding from state agencies and passing legislation that benefited the developmental disability community. I was included in this fundraiser and treated exceptionally well. The event was a whole hog roast, with an open bar, silent auction with shotguns valued for thousands of dollars, vacation getaways, and a live auction with exceptional items donated.

			Before the dinner and auction, there was a skeet shoot. My wife and I were escorted around the picturesque, wooded property that scrolled along a bluff overlooking the Missouri River. The fall foliage was gorgeous, and the air was crisp and cool—a perfect autumn day. When we reached the central skeet shooting stage/platform, my handler (the person the charity assigned to be with me the whole evening to ensure my wife and I had a wonderful time) took me to a prime spot to shoot some skeet. There were stations where multiple people were shooting simultaneously, and skeet was launched from several locations. It was pretty loud with all the shotguns going off, even with the earplugs they had given me to wear.

			Now granted, I have never shot skeet before. I had never fired a shotgun. The first time I ever shot a handgun, I shot my sister-in-law in the head. That’s a fun story. People always say, “Oh my God is she ok.” To which I reply, “she’s fine. It was an accident. I thought she was my mother-in-law”. That always elicits a nervous, uncomfortable laugh until I tell them we were at the shooting range, learning to shoot, and I aimed too high. The bullet hit the metal clasp on the overhead track holding the paper target, ricocheted back, and hit my sister-in-law in the head, dropping her to her knees. No blood, just a nasty welt. It’s too good of a story not to tell. (On a side note, we are no longer in-laws.) So back to the skeet shooting.

			When we arrived at the predetermined location for me to unveil my shooting skills, my handler told me, “Senator, use this shotgun. It is a great gun, and even if your aim is a bit off, you should hit part of the clay. Just relax and have fun”. And then it was my turn.

			So here I was, decked out in my best chic, but casual hunting/shooting attire with what I would assume was someone’s prized shotgun in my hands, and my handler yelled pull. From the right side of my vision, I saw the orange disk flying through the air, and I watched the trajectory at the end of the barrel …and I did nothing. I didn’t pull the trigger. “I just wanted to watch one go by first,” I said.

			So, my handler adjusted my position, raised my arms a bit, helped me get my stance right, then backed up and asked if I was ready. I gave a nod of the head, then she yelled, “Pull.”This time I was ready. I knew where the skeet was coming from, tracked it, and pulled the trigger. The initial shock of the gun was jarring, and I had no idea if I hit the skeet or not, but everyone around me cheered in excitement and “You got it.” Great shot, Senator”. Cool, I thought, as I settled in for the next pull.

			“Pull.”Again, I saw it crossing the sky, tracked it with the barrel, leaving a lead like they showed me, and squeezed the trigger. This time I saw the orange disk burst apart in the air! “That was so cool,” I thought. And again and again, she yelled pull, I tracked the skeet, and 80% of the time, I got the skeet.

			After a while, sensing my shoulder would be sore the next day from the shotgun’s impact, I ended my life’s first (and only) skeet shooting experience. I had crushed it getting 8/10 skeet. Pretty good for a suburban politician who’s never shot before. In the back of my head, I heard myself say, “is there anything you are not good at?”. I smiled with my extremely confident view of myself and headed for a celebratory drink while being congratulated by onlookers, board members, and other prominent donors to the charity. All in all, it was a great night.

			The following Monday, I was back in the Senate, and an excellent friend I had mentored for the past few years stopped by to see me. He was also at the skeet shooting fundraiser over the weekend. As we were talking about the weekend, he paused, looked at me, and said, “I’m not sure if I should tell you, but I know you would say it to me if you were in my situation, but you didn’t shoot 8/10 skeet”.

			“What? Yea, I did. I was there.”

			“No. You only thought you shot them. They had a world-class shooter above and behind you, shooting your skeet as soon as he heard your shotgun go off”.

			“What? No way? Are you serious? So how many did I shoot?”

			“None,” he replied. “They just wanted to ensure that you had a fun time. If it was me, I would want to know the truth. I hope I didn’t burst your bubble”. Then he left my office.

			As I look back on my Senate years, I now see how being surrounded by “Yes” people warped my perception of who I was, my reality, and the bubble that I was living in.

			The words “How many did I shoot?”. None. Senator. None. Kept replaying in my head.

			If you asked your employees what they wanted or needed from your organization to be fulfilled, grow, and increase their engagement, do you think they would tell you? And more importantly, do you think they would be honest? Or are they all in on the charade of telling you what you want to hear so things go smoothly and they look good?

			I had the great opportunity to sit in on a leadership boot camp by PioneerIQ, which focuses on leadership development for the construction and design industry. The founder DeWayne Ables allowed me to monitor the boot camp for background on this book, and I remember a story shared by a VP of a family-owned construction company. They valued their employees and felt they had a strong company culture. The VP was instructed to interview one of the organization’s employees, with questions provided by PioneerIQ designed to understand if the employee felt supported, discover what they needed, and how the company and this particular VP could do a better job as a leader. As expected, the VP reported that the employee felt supported and happy, and the company and this leader provided good leadership. This fit with her perception of the company’s culture.

			That is, until a week after the interview, the employee submitted his two weeks resignation. This gave the VP a new set of eyes to examine the company culture. Yes, they had good communication, and yes, she felt the culture was strong, but it was only because that is what the employees wanted her to see. They had determined that it was easier to keep the executives happy and congratulate themselves on being good leaders than to upset their perception with the truth about the organizations’ shortcomings. Sometimes the company you keep is not who you think they are. Yes men and yes women are great for the ego, but many times worse for the bottom line.

			Investing in the relationships necessary for employees to feel safe expressing their thoughts and give them the courage to convey what they need from leadership and any failings they are experiencing is crucial to retaining quality talent. Companies that are re-evaluating their culture in light of the shift underway within the workforce will be immensely better positioned for the future. Compared to those who just congratulate themselves on having a good company culture and believe the reason people are leaving their company is “all about more money.”

			This opportunity to re-evaluate will also bring clarity to individuals who genuinely benefit your company and those who do not. PioneerIQ has worked with thousands of companies. Years of data have shown that no matter the business, the size, the region, or the focus of the company, 16% of the people within that organization should not be there. The key is identifying those that should not be there, helping them understand they should be elsewhere, and creating a culture where they are treated well upon their exit and supported in finding their next career opportunities. For if you truly love and care for your employees, it should be evident upon their departure. If not, then your love and care for them are conditional, and they will know that and respond accordingly.

			Do not be afraid to sever relationships. It may be difficult initially, but you will be better for it. Business owners may need to look at some employees as sunk costs. Organizations struggle with the sunk cost fallacy. The sunk cost fallacy means that people and organizations make irrational decisions that lead to suboptimal outcomes. They are focused on their past investments instead of their present and future costs and benefits, meaning that we commit ourselves to decisions that are no longer in our best interests.2 Although you have invested in some employees and have expended resources in training and developing them into leaders, not all employees belong in your organization, no matter how much support you provide them.

			Some employee relationships are like cancer. They spread their toxins into your life and your business, and that cancer grows. It is harder to identify it in our own lives because we are so emotionally connected and can’t stand back and observe and see the connections and draw conclusions. But cancers grow in every business, and they need to be removed. Remember, company culture is defined by the behaviors leadership tolerates! Do not let cancer eat away at your culture because you have so much sunk cost in them. Eliminate cancer before it spreads to healthy parts of your organization.

			The past few years has forced people across the country to identify cancers in their own lives. They are acting by leaving the toxic environment they believe is impacting their ability to live a life of significance. If your company is full of emotionally healthy, engaged workers who have clarity of purpose, your organization is poised to excel and grow in the post-Great Resignation landscape. But if top talent keeps leaving, you may be left with that 16% of employees you really don’t want.

		

	
		
			The Messenger Matters

			I have talked to countless CEOs who swear by the company culture they have worked hard to create. And when we go through their policies, procedures, training, etc., I understand why they feel so adamant that they have done a great job creating a solid company culture. Then I ask them if they have ever built a house at some point in their life. Most have, so I followed up and inquired if they had worked with the architect to design the home. Then I asked them how good a job the architect did building their house, knowing full well that the architect never lifted a hammer or screwed in a piece of drywall. Inevitably, they understand that even though their vision and plans are great, they depend upon others to implement that vision and hope they care as much about making it as perfect as they do. But at the end of the day, will the person who executes the designs of the executive team care as much as the CEO? The answer is “No” unless the employee’s job performance is tied to their productivity and work quality, they feel part of the team, and their attention to quality is valued and rewarded within the organization.

			Consider how many layers of people the vision of strong company culture has to filter through. Within each layer and level of management, immediate supervisors or team leaders must exemplify the company culture through their actions. If they do not, then the vision of the company culture will not take root, not even become a top priority much less a value in the eyes of the employee base. That is why the messenger matters so much. The perception of the messenger can discount the message, no matter how great the message is.

			Think back to the most important message ever delivered to a group of people in the history of the world. The message of Jesus of Nazareth being raised from the dead which launched the largest movement of people and beliefs the planet has ever seen. From NTE Bible: Luke 24.

			The women went to the tomb in the early morning of the first day of the week, carrying the spices they had prepared. They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, and when they went in, they didn’t find the body of the Lord Jesus.

			As they were at a loss what to make of it all, suddenly two men in shining clothes stood beside them. The women were terrified and bowed their faces towards the ground.

			But the men said to them, ‘Why look for the living with the dead? He isn’t here – he’s been raised! Don’t you remember? While you were still in Galilee he told you that the son of man must be handed over into the hands of sinners, and be crucified, and rise again on the third day.’

			And they remembered his words. They went back, away from the tomb, and told all this to the eleven and all the others. It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of James, and the others with them. They said this to the apostles; and this message seemed to them just stupid, useless talk, and they didn’t believe them.1

			Stupid, useless talk, and they didn’t believe them!

			Take a moment and think about this exchange. Here we have the leader of the largest movement of people in the history of the world, traveling, teaching, and sharing his vision, philosophy, and views on how to create a culture of love and forgiveness for humanity. His top executive team constantly surrounded him. The hand-picked chosen Apostles were so devoted to him and his vision for the world that all but one died a martyr’s death for those beliefs. And Jesus, their leader, even told them several times, even the week before his death, that He would die and rise from the dead three days later. Yet, despite all the preparation and planning sessions, when told that this actually happened by people within their organization, the Apostles said it was “stupid, useless talk, and they didn’t believe them.”

			But why didn’t they believe the message? It was because of who the messengers were. They were women. It is a well-established fact that women’s testimonies in the time of Jesus, especially in Judaic law, carried little if any weight. Men made courts and laws for men. Women in this period did not go to court unless they were Roman citizens, and even then, there were restrictions on what testimony they could give.2 Then add to the fact that several Biblical scholars believe that one of the women reporting the resurrection was a former prostitute, further diminishing her stature in society.

			The message delivered was one they were exposed to for years. The Apostles proclaimed to believe in the content of the message while it was being developed. They had devoted their lives to spreading this message, leaving their careers and livelihoods to do so. But when that message was delivered to them as individuals, it was rejected because they could not overcome their pre-conceived beliefs, impressions, or cultural biases to believe the messenger. And why is that important to your company’s culture? Because much like children who learn the most by watching their parents, not by what they say, your employees learn more by watching what your company or their team leader does, not by the words they use to convey the company culture. Your employees are watching the actions of the messenger and then comparing it to the words expressing the message of what the company culture is (or is supposed to be). Past experiences with the messenger of company culture will carry more weight in accepting that message than the words of the well-drafted message. Again, we resort to the employee’s perception, which becomes their reality.

			For example, let’s consider the “butt in the seat mentality” to illustrate this point. By butt-in-the-seat mentality, I mean the act of rewarding the perception of work instead of actual work. Regardless of how much company leadership has talked about work/life balance, if a manager or supervisor perceives high effort from an employee, and allows that perception to overshadow actual productivity, then your vision for a solid company culture is threatened. Comments such as:

			“John is staying late again; he is really working hard.”

			“Sally is sending in work from her vacation. She is so dedicated.”

			If leaders and managers in your organization reward the perception of productivity, then management is no longer setting company culture. Individual employees are.

			Leadership may not expect people nor want people to stay late after hours or be in constant contact with the office on their days off. Leadership may talk about work-life balance or valuing family and personal time, but if the behavior of overworking is rewarded, it becomes the standard for what is expected. And the employees consistently working late and constantly in contact with work on their days off are setting the expectation that is what the company culture requires. If the managers’ actions in rewarding employees do not match the company’s stated culture plan, the employees will learn from the actions, not the written policy words. They will use their experiences with the messenger when deciding to believe the message.

			Who is setting the company culture and expectations? The architects spending time drafting the plans, or the manager who is swinging the hammer?

		

	
		
			Overworked and Addicted

			Speaking of John working late and Sally sending in work from her vacation, wasn’t technology supposed to free up time in our workday so we could accomplish more in less time? Or did it, in reality, tie us to work even more than we previously were?

			Professor Monideepa Tarafdar from the University of Lancaster in the United Kingdom authored “The Dark Side of Information Technology,” where she found an astounding 73 percent of workers studied worried that not being constantly connected to their workplaces would place them at a professional disadvantage and felt compelled to stay in touch with work during their commute, at home, on weekends, and even on vacations.1 Companies reward talent, dedication, and passion, but those items can easily lead to the reward of overwork. Once overwork is assumed to be expected or is what gets rewarded, it is a hard belief to break.

			Some top executives may believe that their organization benefits from overwork, but that is not what the data shows. Research performed by Liuba Belkin of Lehigh University, William Becker of Virginia Tech, and Samantha A. Conroy of Colorado State University found that “if people cannot disconnect from work and recuperate, it leads to burnout, higher turnover, more deviant behavior, lower productivity, and other undesirable outcomes.2 Organizational expectations, whether real or perceived, leads to chronic stress and emotional exhaustion. And what was so revealing about the study mentioned above is that it was not the actual work or hours spent on work after hours that was detrimental. It was the anticipatory stress that was having a negative impact on employees and their sense of exhaustion. Anticipatory stress is a constant state of anxiety and uncertainty resulting from perceived or anticipated threats. Thus, those workers unable to detach feel exhausted no matter how much time or how little time is actually spent working after hours.

			Organizations that curtail off hours working receive happier, relaxed, and more engaged employees. Low-value output decreases along with decreasing work hours, but the most crucial things still get accomplished. If you still do not believe me, then take a look at the study performed by Stanford University, which showed that longer work weeks, and more hours spent working, has a distinct impact on employee productivity. In summary, productivity declines significantly when people work more than 48 hours, and work beyond 55 hours per week provides no positive productivity value to employers.3 The study suggests that contractual restrictions on working hours shouldn’t be viewed as a restraint upon management but as a policy to improve workplace safety and efficiency.

			That could be why some governing bodies have started to limit the maximum number of worker hours. In 2002, France established the maximum number of hours employees can work at 48 hours per week (except under exceptional circumstances spelled out in the law).4 France followed this legislation with the “Right to Disconnect” law passed in 2017, which requires companies to establish hours when staff should not send or answer emails. The impetus for the law was to ensure employees are paid fairly for work and to prevent burnout by protecting private time, which is a laudable goal. But the infusion of government and a bureaucratic solution into the innerworkings of the employer/employee communications has been problematic in its roll out an implementation.4

			When a new technological advancement comes to market, it disrupts current business practices. In transportation, it was the railroad, car, and airplane. In communication, it was the telegraph, then the telephone, then the internet, and most recently, the smartphone. The smartphone has allowed business to be conducted from anywhere, including on the golf course, on the beach, and while sitting on the toilet in your home. According to a recent survey, 42% of Americans use their time in the bathroom to check work emails.5

			But why do we (Yes, I am in the 42% category) feel compelled to check work emails while perched atop the throne? Do we feel obligated to do it, or are we addicted?

			The answer is yes.

			Are we obligated?

			The introduction of the smartphone radically changed the lives of millions. The modern smartphone has blended our personal and professional lives. You receive messages from your spouse about dinner plans while at work or attempt to vigorously ignore the group text from your college buddies (or at least respond to them when no one is around). Likewise, you want your phone with you on vacation to take photos and videos, but that device continually spews work emails and meeting alerts. Those work emails and meeting alerts while we are on vacation or have a day off play into the belief that 73% of people feel at a competitive disadvantage if they are not constantly connected to work. In other words, they suffer from Fear Of Missing Out (FOMO). They feel they are missing out on something, or something will be happening they are not a part of that will impact their career.

			FOMO is a relatively new term coined in 2004 and only recently made it into the Oxford dictionary in 2013. British psychologists define it as “pervasive apprehension that others might be having rewarding experiences from which one is absent.”FOMO includes two processes; firstly, the perception of missing out, followed by compulsive behavior to maintain these social connections.6 Fear, combined with compulsion, is a powerful motivator to action. FOMO is prevalent amongst working adults and vastly present amongst Millennials, with 69% of Millennials reporting experiencing FOMO, the highest of any age group.6 Remember that Millennials will make up the largest percentage of the American workforce starting in 2025! Many workers feel compelled to constantly contact the office and check work emails on vacation and days off. This phenomenon is not just linked to the workplace, as FOMO is spread across social media, all brought to our fingertips via the smartphone.

			Are we addicted?

			A resounding YES, especially to our smartphones.

			There is even a term called nomophobia, which is the fear of being without your smartphone. Research at the University of Northern British Columbia found a link between FOMO and nomophobia. According to their research data, they can occur separately, but there is a strong correlation between the two.7 Social media sights are driving this addiction to our phones and the rise of FOMO, with the average adult spending three hours per day on social media and a total of 4.7 hours per day on smartphones.8 Younger generations that have grown up in front of screens struggle the most with the compulsion to be on their phones. In one study, four out of ten college students cannot go longer than 10 minutes without checking their devices, and 29% of college students state that they “could not imagine living without their phones”.9

			But why are we addicted to our phones? In his excellent book “Can I Have Your Attention,” author Curt Steinhorst does a magnificent job exploring this topic. He states that tech was designed to be addictive using intermittent reinforcement, just like slot machines.

			In his book, Steinhorst explains using an experiment from the 1950s by BF. Skinner:

			He put hungry rats in a box with a lever. In one setting, a food pellet would drop out when the rat hit the lever. This rat quickly learned it had a constant source of food and nourishment. So, it enjoyed life, exercised on its wheel, and accessed the pellet whenever it pleased. Another box didn’t dispense pellets at all. This rat also lived a healthy life, never paying any mind to the useless lever. It ran on its wheel, slept, and searched for food elsewhere. Yet another box intermittently dispersed pellets. Sometimes a pellet would drop out when the rat hit the lever. Other times … nothing. Sometimes the rat would hit the lever 10 times before a pellet came out. This poor rat became so neurotic that it wasted its entire existence hitting the lever, in fear of missing out. It didn’t run on its wheel, and sometimes it didn’t leave the lever to go drink water.

			Many of these rats died of exhaustion or starvation. The inconsistent and unpredictable reward is what creates the addiction.10

			The constant checking of our phones, work email, and social media accounts are just like the rats hitting the lever. The human brain releases dopamine when we engage on social media. Every retweet, like, funny post, or emoji triggers the brain’s reward system. The dopamine released from our brains when engaging on social media is the same chemical released when we eat, have sex, and gamble. Every notification we get on our phones has the potential to be a positive impact on our brain, rewarding us with a hit of dopamine. The randomness of the notifications being positive is what drives the compulsion.

			The Harvard Research Blog discusses reward learning and addiction, focusing on dopamine and reward prediction error encoding, in Dopamine, Smartphones, and You: A battle for your time. The article explains dopamine feedback signals in our brains:

			This neurological feature is something casino owners have used to their advantage for years. If you’ve ever played slots, you’ll have experienced the intense anticipation while those wheels are turning—the moments between the lever pull and the outcome provide time for our dopamine neurons to increase their activity, creating a rewarding feeling just by playing the game.11

			And their designs are working. A 2019 study showed Americans checked their phones 96 times daily, with 18–24-year-old adults checking their phones at twice the national average.12 According to a 2022 survey, the number of times people check their phones has increased to 344 times per day. That is once every four minutes! (Up from 262 times per day in 2021). And employers take note, a big chunk of those numbers are generated during working hours.

			Americans spend 2 hours and 54 minutes on their phones every day.13 Social media has been designed to create a rewarding stimulation whenever you open one of the many social media apps. And even if the notification doesn’t give you a dopamine hit, you will probably spend 20-plus minutes scrolling until you get one. You tend to lose track of time when mindlessly scrolling, much like losing track of time in a casino with no windows or clocks. Time just seems to fly by.

			You are not alone if you have felt or feel this sensation occasionally. For some, your brain wants a dopamine hit so much that you may experience phantom vibrations or the perception that your phone is vibrating (or ringing) even when it is not. In a 2012 study, 90% of undergraduate college students reported having experienced phantom vibrations.14 Are these phantom vibrations just our brain trying to get us to check our phones so we can get a dopamine hit?

			Are you concerned you may be overworking or addicted to work? Go to www.ScottRupp.com/resources to download a quiz to help you determine if you may be overworked or even addicted to work.

		

	
		
			The Productivity Problem

			How does this compulsion of social media, or the feeling that I must work during my off hours to stay competitive, impact your company’s efficiency?

			Regarding social media and its impact on productivity, the issue boils down to focus. Distractions keep us from focusing. IT professionals report being interrupted every three to eleven minutes, while nurses, on average, are interrupted six to twelve times an hour. Most business emails are opened within six seconds of being received, and employees check their emails up to 36 times an hour, according to UConn management professor Nora Madjar.1 Some work distractions are inevitable unless you can lock yourself in your office, and turn off the phone and instant message system, to truly focus. However, the urge or compulsion to check or engage on social media is a significant component of workplace distraction. According to Pew Research, 77% of workers report using social media for personal use while at work.2 The issue is that when our brain breaks focus on the task we are working on and switches our attention to a new item, our error rate increases by 50%, and it takes twice as long to refocus back to the original task after the distraction.3

			Interestingly, employees become overwhelmed when constantly distracted and interrupted, making it harder to accomplish tasks. And when employees get overwhelmed, they retreat to the embrace of social media and Facebook for a dopamine hit to help calm them down and feel better. The same Pew Research study, Social Media and the Workplace, mentioned above found that up to 40% of employees stated they turned to social media to get a mental break from work, thus creating a cycle of unproductivity. Workplace distractions break focus and overwhelm employees, who need a break and retreat to social media that provides relief and reward, strengthening the cycle. The question for company leaders is, “Are your communication systems, office layout, and daily workflow process feeding the issues that make your employees unproductive? It is not a coincidence that employee productivity has been falling since 2007 (the year the iPhone debuted).4

			Whether or not technological advances have improved or hurt productivity is a debate that is constantly evolving. When viewed through the lens of healthy employee engagement and company culture expectations, the bottom line is that an always-available employee is never fully available. Thus, the more an organization can eradicate FOMO in the workplace, refute the “butts in seats” mentality, and reinforce the value and importance of disengaging from work, the better the organizational productivity will be.

			I am talking about putting actions behind words. Telling employees that it is important to disengage from work and focus on their families is much different from promoting it. Take, for example, the actions of big law firms after a 2016 report from the American Bar Association highlighted the widespread problems that lawyers have with drinking and substance abuse, as well as anxiety and depression. According to Bloomberg Law, large firms took this seriously and began to assist their associates in creating a healthier work-life balance. For example, Shook Hardy & Bacon lawyers are eligible for a three-month sabbatical every six years once they’ve spent seven years at the firm. Some firms even require six months sabbaticals for partners and top attorneys after so many years with the firm.5 Not all companies can afford this model of multi-month leaves. Still, innovative companies are starting to incorporate smaller versions of sabbaticals into their benefits package.

			One such forward-thinking, innovative company is MTM. MTM is one of the United States’ largest and most experienced non-emergency medical transportation brokers scheduling more than 20 million annual trips for nearly 15 million Medicaid and Medicare members nationwide. Their intuitive and dynamic CEO, Alaina Macia, saw the need for a better work-life culture for MTM’s employees than what was the norm for most American organizations. Heavily influenced by the work culture she witnessed in Spain compared to the US, she admired how quality time outside of work was embedded in Spain’s business culture and cost structures. In an interview for this book, she stated, “America lost its sense of community. Work became our community”. Alaina began to recognize how many employees did not know how to relax, take a break, and disconnect. Leaders put their fingerprints on their organizations and can embed values in the company culture, so Alaina set out to change things at MTM.

			Instead of singling out specific employees, or top earners who may get burnt out, as in the case of large law firms, MTM wanted to change the culture for everyone. Seven years ago, Alaina implemented a sabbatical program for every employee, dubbed Milestone Leave, not based on job title, but based on time with the company. At the 10,15, 20, and 25-year marks, employees are given four weeks fully paid off work to travel, spend time with family, and enjoy hobbies. Recognizing that only some have the financial ability to travel extensively, they also offer a two-week sabbatical with a generous vacation stipend. MTM works with the employees before their Milestone Leave eligibility to help them plan their time away from work and manage workflow on the company’s end to ensure services for their clients are not interrupted. It is not a benefit that sits on the shelf unused; instead, the company helps the employee coordinate their time off. They even have a portal where those that have completed their sabbaticals can share their pictures, travel stories, and experiences with the rest of the organization.

			Leaders who put action behind their words that they value disconnecting from work and care about the mental health of their employees will go a long way in earning trust from those employees. As you can imagine, the culture is strong, healthy, and vibrant at MTM. Their employees took the organization from $30 million to $1 billion in revenue over the course of a decade, predominantly because their leader never lost sight of what was most important to her organization, its community.

		

	
		
			Is The Lack Of Productivity A Symptom Of Something Else?

			The pre-pandemic work culture and the demand for productivity made workers feel like they were never doing enough. Unfinished work creates a feeling of inadequacy, which leads to overworking. During the pandemic, job security was extremely low, making work an additional source of stress and anxiety. This stress affects younger workers disproportionately more than workers who have been in the workforce much longer.

			A 2019 survey of two thousand millennials by OnePlus, showed that 80% of millennials believed they aren’t “good enough” in almost all areas of their lives.1 Deloitte published a massive study of over 10,000 Millennials and Gen Z workers that revealed critical gaps in their skill development. The second most vital skill needed is confidence and motivation.2 Research from the United Kingdom showed that one-third of Millennials suffer from “imposter syndrome,” which is the persistent fear of “being found out” or of “being exposed as a fraud” in the workplace.3 While two-thirds reported that their lack of confidence harmed their career. In her book, “Building Confidence,” improvement thought leader Barrie Davenport writes, “Low confidence makes us doubt our abilities and judgment and prevents us from taking calculated risks, setting ambitious goals, and acting on them. At work, people who suffer with this problem often engage in subconscious behaviors that undermine their success, making them less likely to ask for or get promotions, raises, and even jobs.”4

			Low confidence can also be attributed to perfectionism in the workplace. Perfectionism is driven primarily by internal pressures, such as the desire to avoid failure or harsh judgment.5 The three primary forms of perfectionism are self-orientated, other-orientated, and socially prescribed, and they all appear in the workforce. Self-orientated perfectionists expect more from themselves than what is possible or practical. They may get so wrapped up in the details of a project and work way too long on a project in pursuit of perfection that it appears that they are unproductive. Socially prescribed perfectionists believe that others have perfectionist beliefs directed at them and are motivated by fear of letting people down, thinking they must produce nothing but perfect work. This fear can keep employees from beginning projects or cause severe procrastination out of fear of “what if I fail.” Conversely, they may complete excellent work but continually tweak and change it until the work quality is severely diminished. The results of both appear as low productivity, furthering the employee’s low confidence.6

			The underlying emotion driving perfectionism and imposter syndrome is fear. And that fear must be addressed. Around 2010, at Facebook’s headquarters, there was a painted slogan on the wall that read, “Done is better than perfect.” Facebook understood the pressures of perfectionism (especially in a highly technical workforce) and knew the impacts it could have on their company. Taking too long to bring projects to market in the early years of tech companies can be the difference of life and death for the organization.

			Workplace performance anxiety has been rising, further impacting productivity and employee confidence. Whether it is a general climate of job uncertainty, unclear expectations from a manager that leave the employer wondering or guessing at what is expected, or a hovering supervisor continually asking, “is it done yet” all can induce stress and anxiety in employees. Just in the United Kingdom alone, 17.9 million workdays were lost to workplace anxiety and stress in 2019-2020.7 According to a survey from the Anxiety and Depression Association of America; employees do not feel comfortable telling their boss about workplace anxiety. 34% feared their boss would interpret it as a lack of interest or unwillingness to do the activity, 31% were scared of being labeled “weak,” and 22% feared it would affect promotion opportunities.8

			As an executive who believes in a healthy culture, how would you feel reading those survey results of your employees? Do your employees consider the message or the actions of the messenger? If you painted “Done is better than perfect” on your company’s wall, would your employees believe it to be true? Or does your compliance, human resources, or legal department force your company to demand perfection in increasingly short time frames? Are the actions of those departments showing your employees what is expected, even if the company culture mantra does not articulate it?

			The root of many of these issues is employees’ belief that their self-worth is derived from accomplishments. As Susan David defines in “Emotional Agility: Get Unstuck, Embrace Change, and Thrive in Work and Life,” contingent self-esteem is “the belief that…worth must be earned.” 9 Contingent Self-Esteem doesn’t change daily based on mood but instead varies based on outside perception. The good news is that it is not a fixed constant. Employers can change this false belief if they choose and address the stress and anxiety permeating the workforce. However, that is not the path many company leaders are taking, and the evidence of anxiety and stress pushing employees to their max manifests in the rise of “lying flat” and “quiet quitting.”

			Lying flat and quiet quitting are terms that originated on opposite sides of the globe but are based upon the same ideals. In essence, they both are terms used to describe the conscious decision by workers to forgo the long hours of work and the demands that climbing the corporate ladder puts on an individual’s life. The removal of stress and anxiety they experience in their current jobs and the realization that a career will not bring the level of fulfillment they were raised to believe that it would. The term lying flat originated in China and is attributed to Lou Huazhong, a former Chinese factory worker who quit his job in 2016 and spent the next several years traveling around China, picking up temporary jobs here and there and reading philosophy. In April of 2021, he posted an online manifesto where he termed his lifestyle “lying flat” and advocated that “lying flat is justice.”10 Before Luo›s manifesto was purposefully eradicated from the Chinese internet, his post went viral. It became part of the meme culture, with others pursuing the lying flat lifestyle, which includes scaling back at work or quitting altogether and significantly scaling back on consumerism.

			A similar movement has swept the labor landscape in the US, dubbed quiet quitting. Like lying flat, quiet quitting begins with acknowledging that the work culture of career advancement as the essential aspect of a person’s adult life will not bring personal fulfillment. That personal revelation spurs action to rebalance priorities away from long hours at work and the stress and pressure it often brings to working a standard forty-hour week and putting in the amount of effort required to earn a paycheck. In essence, quiet quitting is employee disengagement. Lying flat, quietly quitting, and disengagement are all acts of resistance to the culture of overwork. Especially with younger generations that view the opportunities once available to their parents as not attainable in the current economic system. Homeownership and the cost of education put their parent’s vision of the American Dream just out of reach. With diminishing rewards for intense work cultures, the motivation to continue participating in overworking disappears, and lying flat and quit quitting gains a strong following. Post-pandemic workers are searching for something more, and when they are not finding it in their job or view their job as a significant reason for their unfulfillment, workers will begin to look elsewhere to fill the void.

		

	
		
			The Resurgence of Unions

			Post-pandemic workers are searching for something more, and when they are not finding it in their job or view their job as a significant reason for their unfulfillment, workers will begin to look elsewhere to fill the void. Some do not need to leave their job or quiet quit; they only need to advocate for a better work environment. And while doing so, they find camaraderie. Enter the resurgence of the appeal of unions.

			In 2021, union membership in the US reached its lowest level at 10.3%, continuing a steady decline since the year that data began to be recorded (1983). 1 This coincides with the public perception of unions, whose favorable public opinion levels reached their all-time low of 48% in 2009. However, in 2022 the public perception of unions has skyrocketed to 71%, which has not seen these approval levels since 1965.2 But why?

			First, we must examine why union membership has declined for decades and what has changed. For years unions were perceived as irrelevant. When difficult economic times occur, a union can’t block layoffs and keep companies afloat when the entire economy suffers. During strong economic times, workers generally prosper with the economy even without union involvement.

			A poor public image of unions as corrupt vessels for organized crime, bribery, and racketeering has emerged over the past several decades. Combining this public image with stronger labor laws enacted across the country to ensure workers’ safety and working conditions, many began to perceive unions as having achieved their goals, and the bureaucracy they had become outlived their purpose. The Great Recession brought on by the housing crisis hit construction labor unions especially hard. Many members were forced to leave the industry to find other work, continuing the decline in membership. The political swings of the country have also driven a wedge between members and union leadership. Public perceptions of unions as an arm of the Democrat party whose stances on issues such as immigration and transgender issues as out of step with the more conservative beliefs of its members. Legislation such as “paycheck protection acts” enacted in various states in the US makes it more difficult for unions to extract dues from members to use for political candidates, thus lessening the influence unions have in many elections.

			For decades little attention was paid to workers and jobs that keep the nuts and bolts of the economy running. The pandemic was able to change or lessen these public perceptions with the rise of the “essential worker.” Richard Trumka, president of the AFL-CIO, sums it up:

			“For years and years and years, people that we call ‘essential workers’ were invisible. It was as if no one knew they existed. They did their jobs every day to keep the country and the economy going. And then Covid came, and everybody was staying home except people they called ‘essential workers’, people that were driving buses, and delivering food, and taking care of sick people, and making us better. Now people see those workers and the dignity that they represent.” 3

			The pandemic rallied support for higher wages and better working conditions, both core fundamentals of union beliefs. Still, it provided an entre to the mindset of workers that unions are not just about wages and benefits but also about respect, dignity, health, and safety. Public perception began shifting towards the benefits that unions can bring and away from the fringe but socially charged issues such as advocating for the male auto worker’s right to wear a dress and use the woman’s restroom at the auto plant. This reframing of public perception opened the eyes of millions of workers emerging from the significant emotional event of the pandemic with a desire to change their lives for the better and seek more personal fulfillment in the process. A group of people gathering together with similar passions for better working conditions, and better health, including the mental health of workers, has become increasingly appealing post-pandemic. The communal benefits of group membership strengthen beliefs and bonds while providing a sense of community. With the labor markets having shifted power to labor over management, unions are being viewed as a counterweight to corporate power and a mechanism to avoid a swing back to the previous power structure that has been in play for the past few decades.

			Starbucks has been the most aggressive in combatting unions by closing recently unionized stores. The recent drives and success in unionizing Starbucks locations, Amazon warehouses, and Trader Joe’s are all examples of this resurgence of support of unions and their attempt to gain footholds and grow membership. And corporations are pushing back strongly against unionization. From the company’s viewpoint, they want their employees to take direction from only them. They do not wish a union boss to tell their employees what to do; that’s the company’s job. Essentially, they say they will lose revenue and market share before dealing with a union.

			This is important because it doesn’t have to be this way. The more management is understanding of the needs of their workforce, the less the desire for workers to seek outside assistance. One of my first jobs was in a factory on the Woolite bottling line. The plant was non-union, and support for unionization was meager, even in a region with historically high union support (St. Louis). This was because of the relationship that management had with labor. They met frequently, safety and employee wellbeing were priority number one, and employees felt heard and enjoyed good pay, benefits, and small perks. Instead of looking at the national statistics of union membership declining and believing unions would be non-existent, allowing management to run amok and do what they wanted, the plant owners played the long game at the expense of some short-term profits.

			If you are a business owner focused on the short term and only the bottom line, you must understand that attraction union provides the current workforce; the need they are meeting and the fulfillment they offer to provide. Succeeding post the Great Resignation begins with whether I should squeak out as much short-term profit as possible before being forced to close some operations and lose market share. Or should I focus on creating a sustainable working environment full of sustainable employees to succeed together?

		

	
		
			Part Two

			Solutions

		

	
		
			The Sustainable Employee

			Historically, sustainability has been narrowly focused on the environmental impact of our processes, but what are we as leaders and organizations doing to our most valuable asset, our people? When factoring in all the costs that our decisions and actions have on our employees, would we still do what we do and create how we create? Or is there a better way to change our processes to achieve the product or solution we want, but at much less cost to our employees?

			The concept of sustainability has been predominantly centered around environmental issues with a focus on the human race’s harming of the environment and the subsequent negative impact on future generations. Sustainability has forced people to ask, “Are the actions we take to create the products we use as inexpensive as we think? Or are there hidden costs in the water, air, and food pollution that are extremely harmful and more expensive to our communities?”

			The entities responsible for those hidden costs pass them onto the public while collecting large profits. The manufacturer dumps toxic chemicals into the water system, harming the community’s health and forcing the local governments to take drastic measures to ensure clean drinking water for the residents. The chemical plant that produced harmful chemicals caused acid rain to fall 500 miles north, ruining the crops of thousands of acres of farmland, thus making food more expensive and more toxic to innocent people. The water-polluting manufacturer and the air-polluting chemical plant have no incentive to change their processes. The actual costs of their production processes are not calculated and applied to the product or service they sell but instead are born by society as a whole. Can we as a human race continue to consume, pollute, and damage our environment or will we reach a tipping point where our planet will be irreparably damaged, harming ourselves in the process?

			When reviewing old annual reports of Fortune 500 companies from the 1990s and 2000s, you will be hard-pressed to find “Sustainability” as a focal point or even barely mentioned anywhere in those slick-looking documents. However, today, if a company is not acting, creating, and investing sustainably, they face pushback from customers and shareholders and find themselves paying higher premiums for financing. And when shareholders and financing authorities start pushing for something, companies tend to listen and react accordingly.

			Compared to the 1990s, the current financial markets love sustainability, and demand for sustainable-based investments is rising in popularity. In December 2016, 18 Dutch financial institutions managing more than $3 trillion in assets declared their support for “maximizing ‘Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) investing’” worldwide. They were quickly followed by a half-dozen of Sweden’s largest institutional investors, who declared their intention to align their investments with sustainable development.1 Major global funds began setting sustainability investing goals, and large investment banks got together to establish voluntary standards for green investments, including Bank of America Merrill Lynch, Citi, and JPMorgan Chase. For example, sustainability-linked bond issuance hit a record $92 Billion in 2021, a 989% increase from the previous year.2

			Big money is pushing sustainability for companies and organizations. In anticipation of new environmental regulations, shareholders’ insistence, political/societal pressure, and corporate financial goals, companies began reviewing their entire operations from the ground up. They started to factor in hidden or ignored manufacturing costs, looking for better, more sustainable ways to produce their goods or services.

			The premise of sustainability is that the processes we utilize in making the products we consume should quantify the costs of all outputs, including impacts on the environment and society. Historically the outcomes of our decisions and the total costs to society were omitted from the prices of the products we consume. The sustainability movement is forcing companies to answer the question: “When factoring in all the costs that your decisions and actions have on society, would you still do what you do and create how you create? Or is there a better way to change your processes to achieve the product or solution we want, but at much less cost to our communities, fellow man, and ourselves?”

			So, what about people?

			When forced to look at the sustainability of their organizations’ existence, companies, and their leaders, more often than not, take steps to achieve a better outcome. An outcome that increases productivity and often leads to higher customer satisfaction, lower costs and bigger profits. Employers should be seeking out ways to create sustainable employees. The events of the pandemic should be forcing you to look at your company’s sustainability through your employees’ eyes.

			Decades ago, the cradle-to-grave worker relationship ended. The old system where employees worked for a company for 30 + years and retired with pensions evolved to a transactional relationship of pay for a specific number of work hours, with portable retirement dollars and an ever-changing workforce. A transformational shift, much like the one that took us from the pension mentality to the 401k mentality, is beginning again. You must ask two questions to position your organization at the front of the pack to embrace rather than fight this change.

			1.	Am I creating a company that benefits me or a company that I am proud to leave behind?

			2.	Is your culture a priority or a value?

			Go to your computer and Google “Culture Priority.” You will see articles from Forbes, Entreprenuer.com, and many other excellent business sources discussing how your company’s culture should be a top priority. I can’t wholeheartedly agree with every article the search engine pulls up for the following reason: Sustainability. I discussed how sustainability was almost absent from company annual reports and mindset years ago. It was not important to them then, but the environmental, political, and financial winds have changed, and now it is a top priority. For that to happen, sustainability had to bump something off the priority list. And therein lies the problem. Priorities change, but values seldom do.

			So, I ask again: Is your company culture a value or just an item on an ever-shifting list of top priorities? And do your actions back up your answer to this question?

			Company priorities change. Think back to the famous picture taken by Charles Clyde Ebbets in 1932, titled “Lunch atop a Skyscraper,” which shows 11 iron workers eating lunch on a steel beam with their legs dangling 850 feet above the ground at the RCA building in Manhattan. No safety harnesses, no safety nets. Nothing kept the workers from falling to their death but their sense of balance. You would be hard-pressed to find companies that listed worker safety as a priority 100 years ago. This priority has changed over time, with worker safety in 1932 looking quite different than worker safety in 2023.

			Worker safety has been a top priority for decades, and it is now a primary value of the USA’s most successful construction and manufacturing companies. They start every meeting with a safety briefing because it is the most important thing. No work can begin until after the safety briefing, with roles assigned, and protocols established. They spend a lot of time and effort on safety training because the thought of one of their team members getting hurt or killed is unfathomable. They value the lives of their employees, and it shows by the time, attention, and consistency the subject is given every day. Safety is part of who they are as an organization. Safety is no longer a priority; it is now a value. Priorities can and will change, but keeping their employees safe will never change. Keeping their employees safe is a value held by successful companies.

			You must ensure that your culture reflects what your people need to prosper at your organization. This concept is essential because, after the significant emotional event of the pandemic, your employees are re-evaluating their priorities and focusing on their core values. Suppose they do not feel valued by your organization, feel they don›t belong, have no potential for advancement, and are not given flexibility in work. In that case, they may make finding new employment their top priority.

		

	
		
			Accept the problem and don’t look back.

			Accept there is a problem.

			Many employers I talk with have recognized a problem within their organization and understand that a shift has occurred in the employee/employer relationship, but they stop there. Those that stop by only recognizing the problem exists are doomed to repeat the mistakes of the past unless they accept there is a culture problem. Recognizing there is a problem and accepting it are two different things. Recognizing a problem is saying it out loud and acknowledging whatever the issue is and that it just exists. Accepting goes beyond recognition and looks at the deeper meaning or value of the issue. Acceptance allows us to acknowledge the facts of a situation and not just dwell on how it shouldn’t be that way. Recognizing utilizes words and acceptance requires the action of taking responsibility. Committing to change only comes through acceptance of the problem.

			Things can’t go back to the way they were.

			The nostalgia of the past is very enticing, especially during change and upheaval. Our natural biases romanticize how great things were in the past and conveniently discount the problems we experienced. Much like getting a message from an ex-girlfriend or ex-boyfriend, you may be enticed to text back, meet up, and possibly rekindle. But remember, it did not work out the last time, and it probably will not again. Nostalgia often spurs positive emotions but can be very dangerous when you long for something you can’t reclaim. It may foster dissatisfaction with the present and hinder future growth.

			Let’s face it; work has changed. And no matter how much you want it to return to the way things were, it won’t. And it shouldn’t. While working with a non-profit organization headed by a loving, kind, generous, and caring CEO, I saw firsthand how nostalgia could ruin an organization. This non-profit provided meaningful, needed services in the community, especially for those who could not afford to pay. Pre-pandemic, the office was full of people and families, therapists, and workers.

			The founder loved seeing that activity. She loved being around the delivery of services, but COVID forced the office to close, and services were provided to the community virtually. Most of the clients loved the virtual services, as did the providers. But the founder deeply missed the office activity and the ability to watch her life’s mission carried out with her own eyes. Even though services were still getting to those who needed them, she was not getting fulfilled. Her nostalgia led her to reorganize operations and force services delivered in the office setting. The result was catastrophic. Clients complained. No-shows for appointments skyrocketed, and professional service providers started leaving. The CEO then doubled down and went as far as to require in-person attendance at mandatory Saturday morning staff meetings; even though the office was closed on Saturdays, and employees would not get paid for attending the meetings.

			Morale plummeted, and the organization was in steep decline. The governing board asked the CEO why she was making these changes; that was not what the customers or employees wanted.

			Her only justifiable response was, “I just wanted things to be how they used to be.” Nostalgia is a powerful thing. But accepting that things will not go back to the way they were pre-COVID is essential to move forward successfully.

		

	
		
			Remote work is here to stay.

			Recalling the study performed by Microsoft that I mentioned in Chapter 1, the top takeaway was that “flexible work is here to stay.” If your organization is not embracing it, you will feel the impacts of that decision in loss of talent and difficulty recruiting potential new talent. Embracing remote work, flexible work, and a hybrid system of on and off-premise workers will provide you with increased access to top talent, lower costs for the organization, improve employee experiences, and in most cases, increase productivity.

			If flexible or remote work is unavailable to employees, they are finding their own work-from-home options as small businesses are starting to shoot up at a skyrocketing rate. The US Chamber reported that new small business startups are up 24.6%, which reversed a downward trendline from the pre-pandemic years.1 The absence of flexible or remote work is combined with another key factor to keep thousands of people from participating in the labor force. And that factor is the high costs of childcare. The Wall Street Journal reported in October of 2022 that “childcare problems appear to be keeping many Americans away from their jobs,” with the number of people with a job but not at work due to childcare setting an all-time record. 2

			In many households, childcare falls on the shoulders of women, and the labor force participation among women has dropped to its lowest level in decades. 3

			The pandemic exacerbated the difficulties of attracting employees to fill open positions, which increased the strain on childcare providers. Compounding this problem was the shortage of childcare workers before the pandemic due to low wages and lack of benefits. Some have to pay more to attract and keep employees, which drives up the cost of childcare. Others limit the number of children in a facility due to a lack of labor, impacting childcare availability. Higher prices, increased demands, and limited availability has forced many families to re-evaluate their options.

			The cost of childcare is more expensive per year than the cost of college tuition in twenty-eight of the fifty US States, with the highest being Massachusetts, with the annual cost of childcare per child being $20,913. 4 With the median wage for workers in the US coming in at $54,132 per year before taxes, and childcare averaging $15,000 per year, you can understand the dilemma many families are facing. Combing the economic facts with the significant emotional event of the pandemic, many families question why they are working and what value it brings to their home. And that is even if they can find a childcare option with an opening.

			Questions such as “why am I driving 45 minutes one way to a job that I can do from my kitchen table” are making remote work attractive and almost necessary to keep some segments of the population in the workforce. In this environment, many families face the fact that if they cannot work remotely or have a flexible work arrangement, they can’t work at all. When remote or flexible work options are unavailable, the question shifts to “why am I leaving the most important thing in the world to me for 8-9 hours a day just to have a little extra spending money”.

			Some must have the income, but for others, the drop in expenses from working, commuting, childcare, etc., makes staying home with the kids a desirable proposition. And hey, there is always a side hustle to help bridge the gap of loss of income.(InstaCart, GrubHub, Etsy, etc.).

			Some CEOs may view remote work as desired by people who don’t want a boss. In contrast, others see it as an avenue to attract essential segments of the workforce whose experiences, ideas, and values can significantly add to the diversity of their organizations. Companies that desire diversity should understand the importance of remote and flexible work to attract quality candidates from different stages of their careers and walks of life, such as single dads, lower-income working parents, and grandparents who are also caregivers.

			The long-term implications of COVID-19 shutdowns have yet to play out, but change is on the horizon. With remote and hybrid working increasing and staying post-shutdown, and millions of Americans choosing to be their boss, we may see a paradigm shift in what the traditional work week looks like. The 40-hour work week was established during the New Deal in 1938 by the Fair Labor Standards Act and has not changed. Will worker productivity usher in a change to a 32-hour work week, with remote and hybrid working leading the way? Interestingly, 73% of workers wish to be measured by outcomes rather than hours.5

		

	
		
			The Ted Lasso Experience

			I live in the Midwest, and one of the largest companies in our area with 5,000 employees was forced, like many organizations, into the remote work environment with the onset of the pandemic. Two years later, a new CEO had taken over and believed that the company could only be successful with everyone on-premise, and thus ordered everyone back to the office, canceling remote and hybrid work plans that had been in place. Within weeks of making the announcement, resignation letters flooded the company. Top talent was leaving, finding opportunities that allowed them to remain remote or hybrid (and most with pay increases). Two months after announcing bringing everyone back on campus, the company reversed course and scraped the plan, reinstating hybrid and remote work. It is easy to understand why CEOs and company leaders are struggling with this paradigm shift; they are all Ted Lassos.

			If you are unfamiliar with the award-winning Apple TV duck out of water show starring Jason Sudeikis, I highly recommend you watch it. It is hilarious and clever, and you can’t help but root for the main character, Ted Lasso. Ted was a successful college football coach who took a no-name team to the championship. Then he is given the head coaching job at a professional football team. The job he had always dreamed of having and one he had worked his entire career to achieve. Well, sort of. Ted was named head coach of a professional European football team.

			We call it soccer in America.

			CEOs and company leaders are in a similar situation. Having worked all their lives, honing their skills, developing their leadership style, and perfecting their management theories, they are given the reigns of the organization. But everything is different now. The playing field where they have been playing for years, and decades, is entirely different. The mindset of what is expected is radically different, and they must adapt or fail.

			Like in football or soccer, these future CEOs and organizational leaders were recruited in an entirely different environment, where specific things and attributes were desired, and goals were clearly defined. But those traits and talents may differ from what is needed to shepherd an organization through the Great Resignation and to emerge positioned for success. Before the pandemic, the emphasis was on shareholder return. Navigate the organization through business trends with a strong focus on the bottom line. Hiring, labor issues, and all things typically delegated to other departments, are now top priorities for CEOs.

			Many CEOs grind out earnings, just like a star running back runs the ball for a 2-3 yard gain, steady, methodically, making gains. Fundamentals win games, practice, and execute play after play until they reach the goal line. Now, half of the players didn’t show up for the game. The ground is constantly shifting, making it hard to run the ball. The government is paying people not to play in the game, and you can’t block anyone because you have to be six feet away from each player, and oh yea, you are playing soccer instead of American football.

			Company leaders must adjust on the fly and understand that the current landscape may reward talents and attributes that have not been the traditional focus throughout their careers. Agility in decision-making, pivoting to new markets, excellent communication skills with internal and external audiences, and an ability to forgo conventional wisdom and traditions are the new top talents needed to run an organization. Emotional intelligence will be the key attribute of a successful leader in the post-Great Recession world, including leaders understanding and accepting their shortfalls and weaknesses and those of their top teams. Self-awareness of how the organization is currently structured and its likelihood to succeed moving forward without change will be paramount to the company’s long-term success.

			Looking at the resistance to remote work, we can see the impact of years of conventional wisdom driving decisions. A Time Magazine article points to three main reasons CEOs keep pushing for return-to-work policies, despite the mounting data showing that it is not the best policy or what the employees seek. Those reasons are culture, connection, and creativity, “which is rooted in conventional wisdom—the mythology of the office—and each of them is flat out wrong,” according to Time.1 Company cultures were built around the in-office workforce. As we have discussed throughout this book, companies should be re-evaluating their cultures to adapt to the current workforce›s needs and desires rather than trying to force everyone back into a culture structure that is no longer relevant. The data does not support the belief that the synergy of relationships and conversations around the watercooler spurs connection and creativity. Yes, if people bump into each other in the hallway or get a refill of coffee, they will have a brief conversation. However, according to Professor Ethan S. Bernstein at the Harvard Business School, there is almost no data to support that creativity or innovation will occur, or even if those conversations will benefit the company.2 The mindset that brainstorming or flashes of creativity only happen when you gather everyone in a room and write things on a whiteboard does not accurately portray how brainstorming is most effective. The creativity and ingenuity of a team gathered together (either in person or remotely) depend more on the comfort employees have to speak up, offer ideas, and be vulnerable in expressing new thoughts. That ingenuity is more about team design and understanding your employee through applied behavior analytics than magical group energy materializing in a conference room.

			Increased data is emerging, showing that office interactions are decreasing productivity. According to the Harvard Business Review article “The Truth About Open Offices,” data shows that when firms went to an open office layout, hoping for increased collaboration, synergy, and creativity, that face to face interactions amongst employees dropped by 70%.3 People couldn›t get work done with so many distractions, so they retreated to their desks and put on headphones so they could focus and get their job done. Many employees view the office as a distraction factory.

			The new models of hybrid, remote, and flexible work promise more significant access to talent, increased productivity for individuals and small teams, lower costs, more individual flexibility, and improved employee experiences, all of which are the foundations for success post-Great Resignation. It would be best if you embraced it. However, suppose your organization is insisting on forced re-entry to the workplace; then, much like the midwestern company previously mentioned, you will need to shift significant resources to recruit new talent.

		

	
		
			Quit Distracting Your Employees

			“I am concerned that our society is much more concerned with information than wonder, in noise rather than silence. How do we encourage reflection?….Oh my, this is a noisy world”.

			–Mr. Rogers

			As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the attempt at collaboration through open office designs had a negative effect on employee interactions. And that negative effect was centered around distractions. Most employers are shocked to discover that the loss of productivity or engaged employees is their fault. In search of the Holy Grail of collaboration, organizations have put in place structures, systems, and obstacles to productivity. Office design and layout is one example, but office communications are the most common cause of distraction and less productivity.

			Email is the prime example. In 2022, it is estimated that across the globe, 333 billion emails will be sent each day. Three million emails are sent per second to seven billion email addresses worldwide. More importantly, the average employee gets 120 emails daily and sends 40 of their own. But only 25% of emails garner a response. If your employees spend 1 minute per email, you can see how much of their day is dedicated to this form of communication. But that is just one form of electronic communication at work. You sent an email but didn’t get a response yet. So why not send an instant message or a text? Or Both? People respond to texts quicker than emails, with 95% of text messages read within three minutes of being received, and the response rate is 45% (higher than email). That is great until you learn the average adult spends 23 hours per week texting.1

			But what can you do to limit the distractions of communications and increase productivity?

			1.	Quit sending so many messages. An organization I was working with had a problem with email overload and its impact on productivity. Upon further investigation, we found that a large chunk of emails within the organization had to do with social things, such as “Donuts in the break room” or “Cindy from accounting’s birthday is today. Stop by and wish her happy birthday and get a piece of cake”. Still wanting to foster communication and social engagement, the company created a message board on the intranet specifically for these messages. Email volume went down, people still ate the donuts, and it increased engagement on personal issues like donations for flowers to be sent to a co-worker when their mom passed away.

			2.	Limit Mass Announcements: The organization above also moved all non-essential mass announcements to the internal message board. Celebrating Tim’s 5th anniversary with the company or congratulating Amanda on the latest sales quarter numbers, freeing up precious space in the inbox.

			3.	Quit replying to all (aka, quit sending so many messages). If Bob is organizing an event and inquires about your availability via a group message, everyone doesn’t need to know your availability, just Bob.

			4.	Pick up the phone. Rather than sending seven email messages back and forth to your co-worker to decide when to get together to discuss the project next week and where to meet, just pick up the phone and work it out in less than a minute.

			5.	Write your first email to reduce back and forth in a way that does not need multiple responses. In the above example, send your email with potential dates, times, and a meeting place, and inform them if none of those work to respond with three alternative options.

			6.	Create email templates for emails you frequently send to clients and co-workers. Thus, you can update the pertinent details and send them, saving you time in crafting emails.

			7.	Simply use the subject line to denote to the reader what they need to do with the email. Use Military subject lines keywords. Read Inc. Magazine’s article “The Military Can Teach You To Write More Effective Emails”.2 This has helped me be more efficient in my email. My employees have greatly appreciated it for providing clarity and also have adopted this format.

			Subject Line Keywords

			
					ACTION - Compulsory for the recipient to take some action

					SIGN - Requires the signature of the recipient

					INFO - For informational purposes only, and there is no response or action required

					DECISION - Requires a decision by the recipient

					REQUEST - Seeks permission or approval by the recipient

					COORD - Coordination by or with the recipient is needed

			

			Using the Military approach, focus on the who, what, where, when, and why. Get rid of the flowery sentences. Use bullet points to convey information quickly. Short, concise emails are most effective.

			8.	Establish the preferred form of communication with your team members. Is it email, group chats, leaving your video chat on while you work on projects together, or text messaging? A growing number of younger employees are beginning to prefer text messaging as a form of interwork communication.3 Find what works for your team and with the communication systems available to your employees.

			9.	Quit making everything an emergency, or nothing will be treated like an emergency.

			When I was in the Senate, there would be times I was on the Senate floor and could not use my phone. Senate rules did not allow calls to be made or taken within the chamber. Also, I was sometimes engaged in debate and could not step out of the chamber to make a call. After a few times of getting messages from my wife that stated, “I need you to call,” I would ask a fellow Senator to hold the floor for me while I called home, only to have my wife cheerfully answer the phone wanting to know how my day was, and that she missed me. With five kids, there was always something going on in our lives at home, so we had to devise a system so I knew what constituted a real emergency and what could wait. We devised a new system that if she called and I didn’t pick up, and she called back immediately, that signaled I need to get to a spot to call her. If she wants to catch up on our day, she will just text and wait until I can respond.

			The same goes for your team at work. Make the need to communicate “right away” the exception instead of the rule. Have your group discuss what needs an immediate response and what can wait to avoid distracting your co-worker on an issue that was not an emergency or extremely time sensitive.

			These tips will allow your team to be more efficient and protect their ability to do their job instead of being continually interrupted while trying to focus. Remember, it takes employees up to 20 minutes to refocus on the task they were engaged in before being distracted. Help them help themselves from becoming distracted, but also establish clear expectations on communication within your organization or your team.

			For some additional resources and tips on how to avoid distracting your employees (or to keep yourself from becoming distracted), log onto www.ScottRupp.com/resources for additional downloadable tips and suggestions.

		

	
		
			Keep it Simple

			One highly successful CEO whom I had the great opportunity to work with would often tell his team members, “If you can’t explain our business to an 8th grader in less than 60 seconds, then you truly don’t know what you are doing”. Of course, this was a herculean task for many on his team, as they worked in a very complex technical industry. But his point is that actual knowledge of technical and intellectually complex stuff is understanding how to make it simple so that a novice can understand. There is genius in simplicity.

			We have all heard the phrase, “keep it simple stupid.” The statement is akin to when you make something more complicated, things will likely go wrong, especially in business. When you have a company that is successful at one thing, the more straightforward the process, the more profitable.

			I think back to the days of Royal Crown Cola. I grew up the youngest of five kids, my father was in middle management, and my mother never worked outside the home. They are amazing, loving parents. We did not have much money, but we were comfortable. My mom scrimped and saved, she clipped coupons, and we wore hand-me-downs. And we drank R.C. Cola. Pepsi and Coke were the dominant players, but R.C. was the least expensive. It became harder and harder to find R.C. cola as I got older. I wondered what happened to the company that came out with the first canned soda, the first caffeine-free soda, and the first 16-ounce soda. R.C. had the first diet cola at the top of the sales charts and was the first to stage nationwide taste tests. R.C.’s Diet Rite was the leading diet soda when I was a kid, and the company’s future was bright. Then things got complicated.

			R.C. Cola went from making delicious, inexpensive soda to purchasing seven home furnishing companies. And by the mid-’70s, nearly one-fourth of their business was tied up in making mirrors, picture frames, floor tiles, and cabinets. While R.C. was busy making furniture, Coke and Pepsi invested in product development, marketing, and advertising. Coke and Pepsi kept it simple. They made soft drinks, and they were good at it. R.C. ended up with a complicated business model, which is now almost a forgotten brand. They didn’t keep it simple, and they paid the price.

			Simple, when done right, can be incredibly successful. Think of the most successful person in human history, Jesus Christ. A man, who never traveled more than 100 miles from his hometown, whose ministry lasted only seventy two weeks, and more than 60% of the words He used were not over two syllables. The Judaic law had over 613 commandments. Jesus’s message of Peace and Love simplified the 613 commandments into two. The first is to Love the Lord thy God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. The second is to love thy neighbor as yourself. He simplified the message and now has 2.4 billion followers.

			I think you get my point. We tend to make things sound more complicated to make ourselves feel more intelligent or elite, but success is not about complication but simplification. Companies prosper when they simplify, and so do their employees. Your company’s mission and vision should be simple and easy to understand. It should also allow your employees freedom to help achieve the goal without being overly detailed.

			One of my favorite company mission statements originated from UMB Financial Corp. in the early 2000s. It was simple, memorable, conveyed the goals clearly, and allowed employees maximum flexibility to achieve. It was “TUCE” (pronounced toose). It stood for “The Unparalleled Customer Experience.” Mariner Kemper, President and CEO, wanted to grow the company, but not at their employee’s or customers’ expense. UMB’s leadership knew that if employees provided a customer experience unparalleled by any other organization they had ever interacted with, they would earn their customer’s business year after year. They rewarded their employees for unique and clever ways to provide TUCE to customers. UMB hired top talent and turned them loose to build relationships, earn business, and create The Unparalleled Customer Experience. And then in 2008, the housing crisis started a massive recession, with the economy teetering on the verge of a depression.

			During the Great Recession, as it came to be known, banks and financial institutions were closed, commercial lending departments were shuttered (or severely shrunk), and bank executives clamored for government bailouts. But not at UMB. They experienced the largest growth in company history during the most turbulent time in the American banking system. After the economy recovered, all the customers they gained during those turbulent years didn’t return to their old relationships. They stayed with UMB because of the fantastic customer service they had experienced. In 2006, UMB’s net income was $59 million. In 2021, their net income was $353 million. The company is now six times larger than when it implemented TUCE. The message was simple, easy to understand, didn’t have to be explained, and gave employees the flexibility to achieve the goal.

			Your company culture should also be simple. Some companies attempt to control their cultural image by making things unnecessarily complicated. They divide company culture into different categories such as organizational culture, safety culture, and risk culture. But at the end of the day, when you ask an employee to tell you what their company’s culture is like, their answer will be simple. They won’t repeat the official culture statement filled with the currently popular buzzwords in corporate America. They will, however, share their individual experiences.

		

	
		
			Houston, We Have a Problem

			During a visit to the NASA Space Center in 1962, President John F. Kennedy noticed a janitor carrying a broom. He interrupted his tour, walked over to the man, and said:

			“Hi, I’m Jack Kennedy. What are you doing?”

			The janitor responded, “I’m helping put a man on the moon, Mr. President.”

			To that man, he wasn’t just a janitor. He was a member of the NASA Space Team, and he recognized his value and his accomplishments toward the larger goal. His attitude about his daily tasks helped him achieve his purpose. The team that included the janitor landed a man on the moon on July 20, 1969, AND the floors of NASA were also spotless every day!

			That is a true story. And it would be great if each of our employees were so connected to our company’s mission and vision that they all viewed their role in the greater purpose, just like the janitor at NASA. But let’s face it. The above story is the exception, not the rule. I hate to burst your bubble, but your company’s mission and vision statements are not motivating your employees and keeping them at your organization unless your organization works to cure cancer, feed starving children, or explore outer space. The machinist making utility hole covers, the Dish Network TV installer, or the level II financial analyst are not motivated by the company’s mission statement. If you don’t believe me, just ask them. Company leaders tend to lose sight of that, and therein is the problem: Company mission statements do not keep employees from leaving, nor will they fix a bad company culture. Company mission statements do not inspire employees. Their leaders do.

			Mission Statements will not fix a bad company culture.

			I was invited into an organization by a newly hired young executive tasked with fixing an unhealthy culture at their company of 300 employees. According to this bright young woman, the company was in crisis. Turnover was getting out of control among middle management and entry-level employees, and started spreading to top leaders and key employees who were submitting their two weeks. She was one of those leaders that had had enough and decided to quit. After a lengthy conversation with the owner, she was given a hefty raise and put in charge of changing the company’s culture. On my first visit to the company, the owner started the meeting by asking, “What is this meeting about?” I liked his question, as he was trying to get everyone to talk about culture, the meaning of culture, and the importance of culture.

			My hopes were short-lived when after people started talking about culture, he uttered, “Oh, this is the culture meeting? I was going to cancel or skip this meeting. Do you need me to stay?”

			It only got worse from there.

			He stayed for the meeting but got up and left the conference room three times;

			once to get a candy bar. Throughout the session, he was scrolling social media on his computer while simultaneously getting annoyed at the young lady running the meeting, telling her to “speed it up” and “move on.”

			The young executive had been talking about mission statements and how the company never had one. She provided a few examples and continued talking about the importance of having a clear mission for the company. When she was finished, she asked the owner his thoughts on his company’s mission. The owner closed his laptop, stood, and said, “I like that one,” pointing to a printout of potential mission statements, “Let’s get this printed up and hung in the break room.” Then he headed toward the door to leave and motioned to the young lady running the meeting, saying something akin to “you got this right,” and the meeting ended.

			HIS company was in crisis, yet he didn’t even have input into the company’s mission (besides making him money). He completely farmed out HIS company’s culture to a brand new hire and thought slapping a slogan on the wall would fix the mass exodus of employees.

			Mission statements do not inspire employees. Their leader does.

			I followed up with the young woman a few weeks later over coffee to see how the mission statements hanging in the break room impacted company culture, fully knowing the answer. I learned they looked great, and some employees had positive feedback that this was the beginning of much-needed positive change. I also learned that when she approached the owner about expenses needed to access the cultural problems and formulate strategies, the owner told her that those expenses should come from the healthy raise she was given to stay and change the culture.

			It only got worse from there.

			I learned that the owner changed the commission structure of all the salespeople in the company (the largest group of employees). In almost every situation, each salesperson got a commission and sales bonus reduction. Morale had plummeted to a new low. And then, having made the commission adjustment announcement on Friday, the owner pulled into work the following Monday in a brand-new Rolls Royce.

			I spit my coffee out when I heard that.

			Mission Statements will not keep employees from leaving.

			I opened up my portfolio and pulled out the new mission statement that had just adorned the walls of their breakroom. I read it aloud and commented that she had written a good mission statement. It was well crafted, capturing the sentiment of what she wanted the company to be.

			Then I asked her, “Does the owner believe this statement or care if it is achieved?”

			She gave a dejected nod of the head, “no.”

			I suggested she dust off her two weeks’ notice she submitted a while back, and on her last day of work at the company, she should hang a 1980’s poster of a kitten dangling from a branch with the words “Hang In There” in the break room-directly over her well-crafted, well-intentioned mission statement. I am not sure if she took my suggestion on the cat poster, but she did leave the organization.

			Why should any employee believe in the company they work for if the owner doesn’t embody the company’s mission?

		

	
		
			Should I stay or Should I go?

			In your career, the odds are that you were once at a job where you were unhappy and faced with the dilemma of whether you should stay or should you go. Like the hit 1982 song, you, management, or co-workers were starting to Clash (see what I did there?). The lyrics spell out the dilemma:

			“If I go, there will be trouble, and if I stay, there will be double.”

			“Should I stay, or should I go?” 1

			But the question is still being asked if they should leave. The song states that if they leave, there may be tough times, and their exit may create issues, while at the same time, they know that it will be worse if they stay. But if it will be twice as worse to stay, why stay?

			Only some people leave a hostile work environment in the working world. How do toxic cultures retain people regardless of the negative impact on employees’ lives?

			Friends

			The thought of leaving the proximity of close friendships with the potential of those relationship drifting apart if one leaves, is a strong motivator to stay. Having a close friend or two at work factors heavily into the decision to exit a company.

			One of the critical components to retaining quality employees is interpersonal relationships at the workplace. Research performed by the Gallup organization suggests that having a best friend at work links directly to employee engagement. From Gallup’s analysis: “for example, women who strongly agree they have a best friend at work are more than twice as likely to be engaged (63%) compared with the women who say otherwise (29%).” 2 Unengaged employees and teams› turnover rates are 40% higher than engaged teams. And this hits the bottom line in a hard and fast manner, as replacing an employee costs from half to double the employee›s salary.

			Fear

			Fear can be a powerful emotion. And since emotions are far more powerful than thoughts, fear can overcome even the most vital parts of our intelligence. Yet, in reality, fear is no more potent than any other emotion, but the power that we give any emotion makes it strong.

			The Cherokee story of the two wolves inside you is a great illustration. In summary, the story explains that two wolves are inside each of us—one that is good (positive) and one that is evil (negative). The question is, which wolf is more powerful? The answer is that the one you feed becomes the most powerful.

			Toxic cultures have a way of feeding the negative wolf inside us making us feel powerless to our situation. Employees may feel trapped in their job because they fear they do not have the talent to obtain another position at the same or better salary and benefit level. They may worry that they have no other option than to stay and stick it out. Some may fear repercussions from superiors or believe threats like “you will never work in this industry again.” Fear makes people focus on negative aspects of future situations, and the human brain prioritizes negative thoughts with our built-in negativity bias.

			For some, it comes down to a general fear of change. The devil I know versus the devil I don’t know mentality. If the toxic culture has permeated the employee enough, they may view all organizations like the one they are at, and there is no point in going through the hassle of finding another job. The grass may appear greener on the other side, but it is just as hard to mow.

			Fear of change is so prevalent that there’s even a phobia. Metathesiophobia is a phobia that causes people to avoid changing their circumstances due to being extremely afraid of the unknown. It is rare to suffer from clinical metathesiophobia, but general fear of the unknown and change is extremely common.

			Rationalization

			Rationalization is a form of self-deception; a defense mechanism humans deploy to protect themselves from the psychological damage that comes with labeling themselves as victims. 3 Self-deception is denying or rationalizing away the relevance, significance, or importance of opposing evidence and logical argument. 4

			An extreme example of self-deceptive rationalization is a spouse in a physically and mentally abusive relationship that chooses to stay after repeated promises from the abuser that it will never happen again. Comments such as “he isn’t always like this” or “it was my fault for provoking him” are self-deceptive and harmful to one’s self. In the workplace, self-deceptive rationalization causes victims of toxic cultures to become stuck in a bad situation. It makes the toxicity of their environment less severe than it is. Fear of change combined with rationalization are common reasons toxic cultures retain people.

			You are part of the problem.

			I used to play poker when I was younger, and whenever I would walk into a poker room at a casino and sit down to play at a new table, I had a rule. If I couldn’t figure out who the chump (novice player) was at the table within 10 minutes, I would get up and leave because, the odds were, I was the chump.

			It is hard for many people to admit that they may be part of the problem.

			Toxic cultures can create a look-the-other way or a go-along-to-get-along mindset among good employees. After a time, people begin to participate in creating their environment’s tone, mood, and unhealthiness. After time, the toxic cultures don’t seem as toxic anymore.

			Red Tape

			Red tape, inefficient procedures, and outdated policies can keep people from leaving and, in some cases, create toxic cultures due to the difficulty of changing the status quo.

			After I reached term limits as a Missouri Senator, I was appointed by the Governor to be a leader of a large state agency. During my first week, we had a private personnel meeting, during which I was asked to approve hiring a new attorney for our agency. I was informed that we were struggling to keep quality attorneys due to the workload they were being forced to carry, and we needed to alleviate their workload by bringing on another staff attorney. That all made great sense to me, but something was telling me there was more to the story so I began to ask more questions.

			I could tell that the head of the division was uncomfortable with my questions and was doing his best to dance around the answers. After several minutes of non-answers, I learned that we had a staff attorney (whom I will call Phil) who had worked at the agency for over 40 years. Phil’s work product had deteriorated so significantly that his caseload was spread amongst four other attorneys. Any work product Phil did produce had to be reviewed carefully by his colleagues. The request for a new hire was not to replace Phil. Instead, the new hire would carry Phil’s workload, thus relieving the other attorneys from sharing Phil’s work.

			After I picked myself up off the floor after hearing the insane nature of the request, I received an education on the difficulties of operating within a governmental merit system. In essence, it had become so hard to remove employees that some knew they could put in minimal effort, and management would do or could do nothing. Red tape and cumbersome processes can provide a haven for bad, inefficient, lazy, or toxic employees and act as a safe place for those who do not want to be held accountable.

			In essence, toxic cultures keep people who do not want to change or are too scared to change. Regardless of the reason, are these the character traits you want permeating your company?

		

	
		
			Don’t just listen; take action.

			People are hurting. If people don’t think you care, they won’t open up. And if they open up and say they need help, you need to do something. Earlier in this book I identified the massive significant emotional event that everyone has experienced and outlined the impact of trauma on the daily lives of your employees. Events like these are when employee assistance programs (EAP) become incredibly vital. If ever there was a time for you to introduce an employee assistance program, that time is now. And even if you already have one, you should re-introduce it to your employees.

			Research shows that while many employers offer some type of employee assistance program, less than half of the employees at those companies believe their employers provide such programs.1

			An EAP provides employees with the resources they need to manage their stress anxiety, and your EAP should include some type of access to counseling. Employees will resort to more destructive ways to manage stress and anxiety if this option does not exist. Examples include increased alcohol use, drugs, overeating, smoking, etc., that will impact your bottom line through higher health care costs in the long run. The normalization of online communication has helped telehealth rise in popularity, especially for counseling and mental health issues. MDLIVE, one of the largest telehealth providers in the U.S., experienced a more than 500% year-over-year increase in behavioral health visits in 2020. They continued to grow through 2021 and into 2022.2 By offering these services; you are reaffirming that you don’t just want your employees to survive; you want them to thrive. And if you have happy, healthy, engaged employees, your company will succeed.

			To thrive, employees must establish clear boundaries for work and home life. We have discussed the dangers of overworking and how smartphones have blurred the lines between work and home. Thus, your organization must take steps to help your employees help themselves. To combat overworking, do not allow them to install or access work emails or systems on their personal phones. Provide your employees with a work cell phone, so they can unplug from the office, turn the phone off when they are at home, and re-establish healthy boundaries from work.

			Help your employees unplug from work on their time off. Have a conversation with the employee about why they are working on the weekend. If employees send work emails at 10 pm or on the weekends, their manager should address that instead of praising them for their commitment.

			Ask them what distractions or things are keeping them from getting their work done during the hours they are supposed to be working? Do they believe that behavior is expected or will be rewarded?

			Make vacation time mandatory. Cap the amount of rollover vacation days. Consider sabbaticals for critical employees. Use your mentorship program to reinforce the importance of time off and how it benefits them and the organization. Provide access to a quality coaching program to help employees establish a vision for their homes and careers. Help them reorganize their work around their life instead of the opposite.

			In summary, make sure your actions back up the words you use to describe the values and mission of your company. When you do that, you will see your company mission in action and know your culture is strong. In one organization I worked with, I witnessed the employees take helping their co-workers to the next level. A group of engaged employees formed an Employee Assistance Committee and held fundraisers throughout the year. Things such as dress-down days, selling donuts, chili cook-offs, etc. The funds raised went into an account solely to assist fellow employees through tough times. They formed a board that would approve expenditures when requests were made by employees or on behalf of employees. They gave donations to a co-worker whose house burnt down. They helped another co-worker with a car repair. The company fully supported their efforts and made contributions to the fund. The company showed they valued their employees, and the employees took action to value each other.

		

	
		
			Clearly define what is expected, then reward it.

			Your company’s incentives and what the company is seeking from its employees must be clearly outlined. It is generally agreed that rewarding employees influences job effort and performance, attendance and retention, and employee commitment to the organization. Employees develop ties with organizations when they perceive that the organization is interested in their welfare.1

			I previously spoke of the butt-in-the-seat mentality that management tends to reward. Doing this allows the impression of hard work to set the standard for what employees believe is expected of them. Butt-in-the-seat mentality is very dangerous to company culture. Employees prosper when they have clearly defined expectations from leadership. Key performance indicators (KPI) and performance appraisals are essential in organizations. But make sure your KPIs are in line with your stated company values. Focus on output and replace time (aka butt-in-the-seat) as a KPI.

			Employees crave feedback. They want to know how to improve. They wish to be challenged so they can grow their skills. Performance appraisals (individual or team) provide information to help improve individual performance, increase efficiency, and define and reinforce management’s expectations. Performance appraisals compare work performed against measurable objectives that the employee and supervisor agreed to at the beginning of the appraisal period.

			Start by first talking with your employees and ask for their input into how and what they should be assessed upon for the next quarter, six months, or year. The key point is that motivation depends on the individual’s ability to understand what is being asked of them. And the employee must be made aware of what action or behavior is being rewarded.

			Managers should recognize that whom they reward sends a signal to the rest of the organization. Susan David, the co-director of the Harvard/McLean Institute of Coaching, puts it this way. “I think whom an organization promotes is a very strong index of their core culture.”2 Is the behavior of the employee getting the promotion in line with the company’s stated values? If the answer is NO, then the company is signaling to their employees that their stated values are not what gets rewarded. Imagine if an employee is abusive to their subordinates and co-workers but hits their sales targets and gets a promotion. What does that signal to the rest of the organization, and what does it say about the company’s core culture?

			When employees see what gets rewarded, their work will align with the rewarded behaviors. Making sure that behaviors you are rewarding are also stated company goals. Many companies have solid reasons for who gets promotions and bonuses. Still, suppose those reasons are not conveyed in advance to employees, it may seem that the promotion is handed out randomly based on varying criteria, again reinforcing overwork and the psychology of randomized reward intervals (Remember the study with rats!).

		

	
		
			Teach Team Leaders to Exit the Drama Triangle

			Workplace drama causes deadlines to get missed, customers to be overlooked, destroys morale, and increases the likelihood of employee turnover. A CPP Global/Myers Briggs report on workplace conflict showed that the average U.S. employee spends 2.1 hours per week dealing with workplace conflict. That is one full day’s worth of work per month just dealing with drama.1 Drama crushes productivity and sabotages company culture. Top talent will leave good organizations if workplace drama is not dealt with, opting to find other organizations where they can exercise their skills and make a difference. For large businesses, drama can be contained to one department or team. For small businesses, the drama is felt by everyone.

			Sadly, team leaders and supervisors unknowingly perpetuate the drama in many instances. Their efforts to intervene cast them into a character role that must be filled to keep the drama going. A role they may not recognize they are playing until taught to recognize the Drama Triangle. Stephen Karpman first presented the Drama Triangle in the late 1960s. It is a tool to recognize the drama of social interactions and conflict, identifying people’s three key roles in a drama situation. Those three roles are the Victim, the Persecutor, and the Rescuer. It is interesting to learn that most drama situations can be broken down into this triangle.

			First, let’s explore the roles:2

			
					The Victim: The Victim feels persecuted, oppressed, helpless, hopeless, powerless, and seems unable to make decisions, solve problems, or achieve insight.

					The Persecutor (aka The Villain): The Persecutor is controlling, blaming, critical, oppressive, angry, authoritarian, rigid, and superior.

					The Rescuer: (aka The Hero): The Rescuer feels guilty if they don›t go to the rescue and ultimately becomes angry as their help fails to achieve change.

			

			Now let’s set the stage:

			Hayley (the victim) is becoming upset because she believes a team member, Christian (the persecutor), has been singling out her work at team meetings and negatively commenting on it. Hayley confides in her manager Emily (the rescuer), about how she is being treated unfairly by Christian. Emily wants to help, pulls Christian aside, and talks to him about how he treats Hayley.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The ensuing drama:

			When Emily speaks to Christian, Christian, not knowing Hayley is upset, feels ganged up on by Emily and Hayley. Since Christian is feeling ganged upon, he now becomes the victim. He feels Emily is angry at him; thus, Emily has become the persecutor. Hayley feels she must defend Emily and transitions to the role of the rescuer. As this continues, each of these three will transfer to the Victim role. Feelings are hurt, stances are taken, and things escalate. At the end of the day, Emily’s ability to manage has been diminished, the team is less effective, and too much time is spent on conflict resolution.

			Team leaders must be able to identify the drama triangle and refuse to play a role in it. They must be taught how to identify, react, and mitigate before engaging to avoid perpetuating the drama. The saying goes, “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.” An excellent intentioned manager, without proper training, can be making the workplace a less desirable place to work without even knowing it.

			There are strategies and solutions for stopping the Drama Triangle from playing out. One must recognize that the role of victim, persecutor, and rescuer is a choice and refuse to play the part. Instead of being a rescuer, one chooses to become a coach and uses language to help coach the other participants instead of using remedying language. They can coach the persecutor to become a challenger and change the intention of their actions and comments. This helps the victim become a creator who looks for solutions to the problem instead of placing blame. This new energy points to the center of the Drama Triangle, where middle ground and a shared goal of conflict resolution can be found, instead of the participants running around the perimeter of the triangle and repeatedly exchanging roles. This strategy is called TED (The Empowerment Dynamic) from the book The Power of TED by David Emerald.3 By changing your response, you will change the relationships.

			The CPP/Myers-Briggs study also found that the primary causes of workplace conflict are related to personality clashes. It pays to know whom you are hiring, to know your employees, and to use that knowledge to build effective, cohesive teams. Hiring the right people is the easiest way to avoid workplace drama.

			Additional information on how to teach employees to exit the drama triangle can be found at www.ScottRupp.com/resources.

		

	
		
			Know your employees

			Organizations are continually looking for an edge to identify top talent, some good, some bad. Colleges use the ACT and the SAT as a way of finding the best students, while in reality, the ACT and SAT only tell you how a student is at taking the ACT and SATs. Law schools use the LSAT as a predictor of good lawyers. However, the LSAT rewards people who skim read quickly and make the best-estimated guesses, which is contradictory to successful lawyers who research and are methodical. Businesses are no different from colleges and law schools, continually looking for every advantage to identify top talent. However, most companies stop at the hiring process, assuming that if you hire the perceived top talent, they will be the top performers. Even if you hire the most talented candidate in the world, if you put them under a bad leader or on a poorly designed team, they will never reach their full potential. So how do we, as business leaders, build the best teams and empower bosses to become mentors? We do that by understanding who our employees are.

			How well do you know your employees or those you supervise? The following is an exercise to help you figure this out.

			Take a piece of paper, and on the left, write the name of an employee you think you know best. On the right side, write the name of an employee you believe you know the least. Now answer the following questions for both employees and write those answers under their names.

			
					Question 1: What is this employee’s preferred learning style?

					Question 2: What is the preferred language of appreciation for this employee?

					Question 3: How is this employee motivated?

					Question 4: Does this employee battle anxiety or low self-esteem?

					Question 5: Is this employee a perfectionist?

					Question 6: What is this employee’s attachment style?

					Question 7: What does this employee need regarding professional and career development?

					Question 8: Does this employee have clarity of purpose?

					Question 9: Does this employee know their potential?

			

			The leader of an organization can’t know every employee on this level, but it is not the CEO’s job to know this information. However, this information is essential for leaders within your organization.

			Considering you hired these people, you must know something about them. Then again, what can you learn from a resume? Anyone can fake something for a 60-minute interview. Good interviewers can morph into whomever the situation calls for them to be, so how do you know if you are choosing the best candidate? Employers are at an information disadvantage when hiring new people, and assembling teams and departments.

			Consider this: If you are married, think back to planning your wedding and deciding who would sit with whom at each table. Would you put Uncle Merle, who will probably wear his MAGA hat to the wedding, next to cousin Sheryl, the community organizer from San Francisco? Probably not. That won’t end well. You have the luxury of knowing a lot about the guests at your wedding, but you don’t have as much information about your employees. Thus designing teams and departments is a much more difficult task than the seating arrangement at your wedding.

			If you could reveal top talent and gaps in your existing teams and have the precise data you needed to make decisions about the roles you need to fill and the people hard-wired to fill them, would you use that information? What if you could understand the unique needs of each employee in your organization to motivate them in highly individualized ways to achieve peak performance? Do you think your organization would benefit?

			With so many personalities and characteristics, placing them in roles and teams where they will prosper can be tricky. But through applied behavior analytics, you can predict behaviors.

			And if you can predict behaviors, you can predict results. However, to predict behaviors, you must first understand the individual’s personality traits.

			Personality indicators such as Myers- Briggs, the 16 Personality Types, the DISC profile, Culture Index, etc., all provide excellent information for organizations and businesses to better understand their people. Some of the profiles call me the Debater. Others title it the Visionary or label me an ENTP or an ENTJ. Each of the personality indicators is similar but different.

			There are a few designed for executives and team leaders to use in the workplace to achieve the goals laid out in this book. I monitored a leadership boot camp I attended in preparation for this book. I saw one of industry’s top gurus on personality profiling in action and the immediate transformative effect of the insights upon the business leaders and company teams present at the bootcamp. The sheer number of “ah ha” moments and realizing why things failed in the past was fascinating. The clarity it brought to the executives and their top team leaders were astounding. It was as if they were finally supplied the answer to a question they had grappled with for years.

			The emotional component was impactful as well. I saw team members who had worked alongside their co-workers for years finally feel their co-workers understood them. It was as if they saw their employee or team member with new eyes, an understanding heart, and a commitment to do better. A few executives even apologized to team members with comments like “I just didn’t understand” and “I am sorry I never fully supported you in the way you needed to grow.”

			The bottom line is: Get to know your employees by understanding their personality traits. Please educate yourself on what each person in your organization needs to grow based on their personality traits. Realize what person needs resistance, whom you must help progress toward their goals, and who in your organization will build the most relational equity for your company. Identify the employees you need to say “hi” to when you walk down the hall or spend a moment asking about their family at the beginning of a zoom meeting, for if you don’t, they might internalize it as a rejection. Discover who is a lone wolf and who wants to remain in the pack. And why mental stamina, logic, and ingenuity are key components to recognize within your teams.

			You can speak their language when you get to know who your employees are. They will feel heard, accepted, understood, and most importantly, valued.

			The knowledge gained about your employees is not just meant for executives and team leaders. You should encourage it amongst all employees. I have even seen organizations tape their personality profile traits on their doors so everyone in the office better understands them. Dr. Marjorie Schuman writes on the importance of understanding and being understood when she states: “Feeling understood is a primary foundation of psychological safety and part of what makes it possible for us to learn to modulate our emotional states. Understanding is a basic element of intimate connection. To the extent that we feel accurately and empathically understood, we can trust and feel close to another.”1 If your employees feel heard, understood, and valued, they will perform at their peak ability.

			As the great comedian, Robin Williams once said, “Nothing is worse than being alone, except being surrounded by people who make you feel alone.”

			For additional help on getting to know your employees or co-workers better, go to www.ScottRupp.com/resources for a downloadable list of 80 questions that will spark conversations designed to provide you excellent insight and help you foster better relationships.

		

	
		
			Battling Low Esteem, Perfectionism, and Anxiety

			In chapter 11, we discussed the negative impact low esteem, perfectionism, and anxiety have on the workplace. These issues have increased significantly among young people over the past 30 years. Regardless of gender or culture, mental health professionals believe there is likely a social component influencing anxiety as perfectionistic tendencies.1 One can argue that social media, which seems to place status and appearance over everything else, is to blame. Others blame over expectant parents and a demanding upbringing. These issues must be addressed regardless of the cause to build cohesive teams and cultivate sustainable employees. According to attachment theory, the most effective way to combat the belief that worth must be earned (aka contingent self-esteem) is by forming secure attachments.

			Attachment theory focuses on relationships and bonds (particularly long-term) between people, including between a parent and child, between romantic partners, and in the workplace. In adulthood, we see four attachment styles: Anxious (Preoccupied), Avoidant (Dismissive), Disorganized (Fearful, Avoidant, Unresolved), and Secure (Autonomous).

			The goal in childhood is to form secure attachments that lay the foundation for healthy relationships in adulthood and, for this book, to strengthen secure attachments in the workplace. Securely attached employees are comfortable with and good at forming solid bonds. Co-workers generally perceive them as valuable group members. They are often more likely to trust and hold positive perceptions of company leaders. Employees with a secure attachment style exhibit high satisfaction with their job and report better well-being and fewer symptoms of illness as compared to insecurely attached employees.2

			Secure attachment must come from the company and its leaders. Positive feedback and encouragement from leadership go a long way, allowing team members to come to management without fear of judgment or being labeled “weak.” Professional development and access to coaching programs can teach tools and techniques for developing a more stable sense of self-worth. Things such as fear-setting exercises to break down the worst that could happen can greatly assist employees and positively affirm their talents and strengths. Research has shown that the more roles people fill, the more sources of self-esteem they have. Meaningful work has long been one of the important ways to feel good about oneself.3 In other words, do not let your employees become bored. Being bored leads to distractions. Challenge employees so they can express their talents and recognize their value. As Sam Walton, the founder of Walmart, stated, «Outstanding leaders go out of the way to boost the self-esteem of their personnel. If people believe in themselves, what they can accomplish is amazing.»

			Assisting employees that struggle with perfectionism to understand that good enough is just as good as perfect is essential to their success. It will help employees understand they don’t have to be perfect and allow them to complete projects on time and with less anxiety. If your company does not want perfectionism to be the enemy of the good, then your actions must back up your words. Allow employees to make mistakes early in their working relationship with each team leader or supervisor. They must experience the consequences of making a mistake and not getting severely reprimanded for them to get comfortable with good enough is as good as perfect. Allow employees to ask for help when needed, and encourage them to seek assistance so it is not perceived as a weakness. Reward the employee for seeking help when overwhelmed, and then teach and empower them to find solutions themselves. Teach them how to delegate (give up control) of smaller tasks to allow them to work on more critical issues.

			Deadlines provide the structure to prioritize, de-prioritize, and give a time frame to operate. Realistic deadlines can be an excellent motivator for helping employees, especially employees with attention deficit disorders (ADHD, ADD). If possible, deadlines and reminders should be managed electronically, such as calendar reminders, thereby removing the personal connotations of reminders “from” someone, enhancing performance anxiety.

			Giving employees additional “high priority” work can be crippling to some. How work is assigned will have a significant impact on the outcome. Rather than giving an employee a new task on top of their existing work and telling them to complete it by the end of the week, a supervisor should explain that the project is a top priority. Then go over the employee’s current workload and help them de-prioritize something to accomplish the urgent task. This will help the manager understand if the project is too much for the employee’s current workload or give the employee the comfort to delay other work without fear of how it may reflect their performance.

			Negative feelings of “I am not good enough,” associated with imposter syndrome, perfectionism, and anxiety, can be helped through cognitive restructuring. Cognitive restructuring teaches employees to notice and then change their negative thought patterns and statements.4 When supervisors and team leaders encounter destructive and self-defeating statements, they can redirect the employee. For example, you may hear an employee commenting on a project, such as, «I am going to completely mess this project up and ruin it for the entire team. They will hate me, and I will probably get fired too». Take a moment and ask the employee if their statement reflects emotion or fact. Ask them to list all possible outcomes of the situation and how likely each is. Have them explain how they went from having a problem with a project to being hated and fired. Then help them generate alternative outcomes. By challenging, reframing, and refocusing the employee, you can assist them in overcoming the underlying fear that is causing these thoughts and statements.

			Managing esteem, perfectionism, and anxiety at work requires understanding the employee’s intricate traits. When you, their leader, can address the negative attributes, employees will be able to establish secure attachments at work and become influential team members.

		

	
		
			Beware of the Fundamentals

			Previously in this book, I espoused the importance of getting to know your employees, and I advocated for applied behavioral analytics to better understand the personality traits of your employees and co-workers. If you know an employee’s personality traits, you can predict behaviors, and if you can predict behaviors, you can predict performance. However, applied behavioral analytics does not explain every behavior and every situation. And this is where your managers and leaders must not get lazy and apply every situation to an employee’s personality, which is called the fundamental attribution error (FAE).

			The term fundamental attribution error was coined by Stanford professor Lee Ross in a 1977 paper. 1 In short, the FAE is the tendency for people to under-emphasize situational explanations for an individual›s observed behavior while over-emphasizing dispositional and personality-based explanations for their behavior. 2 In essence, it is easier to assume the behavior is part of their character.

			You may also look at this as a thinking bias on behalf of one person towards another. No one wants to admit they have bias, but let’s face it, we all do on various issues and situations. And that is normal, especially when you are working hard and your brain is overwhelmed. Our brains are amazing machines, and when they get overloaded and stressed, they can put certain things on autopilot, refer to patterns, create shortcuts, and make assumptions quickly. Using mental shortcuts and assumptions applies to the people we work with and encounter in our daily lives. However, suppose our brains are making assumptions quickly about people, especially without ourselves being cognitively aware, and we make decisions and act on those assumptions? This is called correspondence bias, when we take action based on a fundamental attribution error. Our actions can devastate the connections and relationships we need to function well as a team and co-workers striving for the same goal.

			Think of this example. Tom is your employee, and he is late again. You know Tom is very creative and not detailed; he can get lost in moments of creativity and appear aloof at times, and you assume Tom is just late because of his aloofness. Your brain may recognize the pattern of his previous days being late to work and assume that Tom is not dedicated or unreliable. This is fundamental attribution error. It becomes correspondence bias when your company lands a new account, and you need to assign it to someone, but you shy away from Tom because you feel he is unreliable.

			The facts of the matter are that Tom being late a few times this month has nothing to do with him being creative and getting lost in his thoughts while working on solutions to a project, and not recognizing the time. His wife’s car was struck, rendering them with one working car for a while. Tom now has to take her to work and drop the kids off at school across town, which is why he has been late a few times. But correspondence bias kept Tom from being assigned the new account due to the assumption that his being late frequently was due to his personality traits.

			Humans apply this bias to others frequently, yet we consistently do not apply these same assumptions to ourselves. Our human nature is to give ourselves a lot of slack regarding the same situations where we are critical or judgmental of others. You may have been late to work a few days this month, just like Tom, but you do not assume you are unreliable. Instead, you attribute your lateness to the extenuating circumstances of having to drop off your child’s science project that they forgot at home or forgetting your tank was almost empty and having to stop and get gas.

			We understand our motivations and the specific situational factors affecting our day-to-day life because we have more information about our actions. Yet we rarely know what is going on in someone else’s life beyond a few things they may feel comfortable sharing. That access to information about the circumstances surrounding an event is what leads us to being more lenient, and less willing to chalk things up to our personality traits.

			These cognitive biases impact our ability to be better leaders, managers, and supervisors. According to Harvard Business School, cognitive biases shape how managers and leaders interact with the world. Understanding these biases and becoming aware of how they influence your behavior is vital to becoming a better manager. 3 Other attribution biases you may encounter in the workplace are self-serving attribution and ultimate attribution, in addition to fundamental attribution previously discussed.

			Self-Serving Attribution Bias:

			The self-serving bias gives credit for success to the individual, but failures are blamed on external circumstances. Example:

			Eleanor is a fantastic saleswoman, no wonder she closed that big sale. (individual)

			Vs.

			Eleanor didn’t get the sale. The owner gave the business to our competition since his brother-in-law works there. (External circumstances)

			Ultimate Attribution Bias:

			Ultimate attribution is fundamental attribution applied to groups on a much larger scale. You may view your son’s football team as good sportsmen and ethical but view the cross-town rivals as unethical cheaters and antagonistic.

			I have seen this happen in fortune 500 companies whose sales divisions are geographically separated. In one instance, the Midwest sales region competed against the Rocky Mountain region. One year the Midwest region won, and they attributed it to the skill and talent of their team. The following year the Rocky Mountain Region won, and the Midwest Region’s leadership and employees claimed it was due to the CEO’s location in Colorado and closing deals for that region.

			So how do we understand and become aware of these biases?

			1.	Understand these biases exist and recognize that they can potentially impact our decisions and actions.

			2.	Recognizing that we lack full awareness of the situation.

			3.	Acknowledge that our expectations may be unrealistic, especially when we project how we would act/respond if we were in a similar case. This is the hardest of the steps. I am sure you have heard or made comments like these:

			“I know he is stressed, BUT I WOULD HAVE NEVER ACTED THAT WAY,”

			or

			“I don’t care how frustrated she was; I would have never stormed out of a meeting like that.”

			We always give ourselves the benefit of the doubt but seldomly do for others.

			4.	We must change our initial assumptions. However, we often fail to do so, especially when busy and distracted. Yes, we found out that Tom’s transportation situation has been challenging to manage recently. Yet, we did not change our assumption about Tom being unreliable because we were busy and did not recategorize Tom in our minds. Then if it happens again, we use the same shortcut in our brain to conclude that Tom is not reliable. 4

			Combatting these biases:

			The steps above are essential to bringing awareness to the biases managers and leaders exhibit in the workplace. However, acknowledging our biases often does not keep us from acting on those biases. This is where mindfulness comes in handy. Mindfulness is a mental state achieved by focusing one’s awareness on the present moment while calmly acknowledging and accepting one’s feelings, thoughts, and bodily sensations.

			A 2016 study published in the Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology, found that mindfulness training can uniquely reduce social biases related to person perception. 5 The study›s results showed that those participants who took the time to focus their awareness on the present moment in a period of mindfulness significantly reduced the impact of cognitive bias.

			A brief period of mindfulness allows leaders to make better decisions based on facts and data rather than assumptions and mental shortcuts. The mindfulness technique is more about shutting out distractions, allowing your brain to quiet and focus, and processing information more meaningfully. If we rush into the weekly sales recap meeting, our hurried brain is more likely to take shortcuts and make assumptions. A brief mindfulness break allows are brain to slow down and be able to take in and process information better. If your weekly sales recap meeting is at 3:00 pm, do not keep working on another task right up until 2:59 then hurry into the meeting. Take a mindfulness break five minutes before the meeting.

			1.	Take five minutes and shut the office door, turn off the monitor, silence the phone, and focus on one thing and one thing only.

			2.	Do one task that takes all of your attention, such as drawing a picture, write a note to your spouse, color a page in a coloring book, practice deep breathing, or pray.

			3.	If you do not have an office door or a quiet place to go, then take a quick five-minute walk, and allow the bilateral stimulation of walking to help your brain calm and process information.

			Practicing mindfulness will help you combat the biases you have, and you will see results. Mindfulness and combatting biases provide perspective on other people’s situations, motivations, and reactions. It also helps strengthens bonds between employees and management if the employees know their supervisor will not jump to conclusions about their character, and employees will feel more comfortable opening up about thoughts, concerns, and situations they are dealing. The stronger that bond, the more a professional relationship can grow and prosper.

			A list of mindfulness techniques to help you be present and combat the fundamental attribution error can be found at www.ScottRupp.com/resources.

		

	
		
			Discover Your Team’s Learning Style

			Diversity in the workplace is essential for bringing new thought patterns, cultural influences, and understanding to your organization. Diverse personality types within companies bring differing learning styles in which people process information. What do I mean by differing learning styles? Think back to the last time you bought something that needed assembly. Did you read the directions step by step and then begin? Or did you just start putting pieces together? Did you look at the diagrams in the instructions but ignore the written steps? Or did you log onto YouTube and watch a video tutorial? Or did you have someone there explain how to put it together? Did you start with the written directions and then gravitate to another option, such as the video? All of these options contain the same information on assembling the item, but the way the information was obtained varied.

			One day I was doing a site visit with a company I was working with, and I noticed an employee watching a T.V. show on her phone in the break room with the subtitles on. When her show was over, I asked her if the subtitles were distracting. She replied that they helped her understand the content better. She stated she struggles to process the information from just listening, and if she can read along, it helps her keep up with the dialogue without falling behind on what was happening. I asked her if her company training and educational videos offered that option, to which she replied, “I wish, but no one that works here is deaf, so they don’t think we need subtitles.”

			Research in the U.K. showed that younger generations are four times more likely to watch videos with subtitles than their older counterparts. Four out of five people ages 18-25 use subtitles all or part of the time despite their more senior age groups experiencing more hearing complications.1 Subtitles have become a great help to those with other distractions and devices competing for their attention (basically everything in the workplace).

			The study of learning styles is traced back to Howard Gardner’s theory of Multiple Intelligences. Gardner states that different intelligences equate to different learning styles. 2 For our discussions, I have grouped similar intelligences into the top four learning styles in the workplace. Subtitles are just one example of different learning styles that people prefer.

			The Four Main Learning Styles Encountered in The Workplace

			The Student (Visual & Verbal): These employees prefer a presentation style similar to the classroom that combines audio and visual components. A lecturer giving verbal instructions with visual aids such as a PowerPoint (called a «slide deck» for those born after 1990) is their preferred learning style, and they will take notes during the presentation.

			The Independent (Visual & Non-verbal): These employees want the visual, not the audio. They prefer to be left alone to read, look at graphs, and absorb information independently, without interruptions or instructions.

			The Conversationalist (Auditory & Verbal): Back-and-forth dialogue helps this employee understand and process information. Talking through thoughts and ideas before creating a work product greatly assists these employees. They perform well in office environments with noise compared to the independent learner. Walk them through expectations instead of sending them long written instructions.

			The Hands-on Learner (Tactile & Kinesthetic): As the name suggests, they learn by doing. That means a lot of trial and error and an understanding manager. This is the smallest segment of the population, with only 5% of employees falling into this category. One way to identify them is that they may get fidgety or express nervous energy during an instructional conversation.3

			That energy is their learning style wanting to get started to tackle the problem and learn from it.

			Many people, including myself, are considered multi-modal learners, choosing different learning styles depending on the topic or task. Recognizing that different learning styles exist does not mean you should put people in silos and only teach them in their preferred way. Instead, companies should offer information in multiple mediums so employees can optimize their ability to absorb information and learn.4 Tools such as the VARK Questionnaire can help you identify an employee›s or applicant›s learning styles. 5

			This information can be beneficial when forming teams and designing how pieces of training are implemented. Teams that absorb information quickly, communicate well, and understand what their teammates need, will foster an environment of creativity that will benefit your entire organization.

		

	
		
			Learn Your Employee’s Appreciation Language

			Employee appreciation is a critical factor in talent retention at all organizations but can be something companies and leaders struggle with. As we discussed earlier, when employees do not feel appreciated, they leave organizations. If you or your organization has had difficulty finding the right amount and balance of employee appreciation, it is not your fault. That is because our brains are wired to be negative.

			Researchers call this our negativity bias, meaning we give more emphasis to negative thoughts and experiences more than positive thoughts and experiences. I am sure you have experienced this in your life. You go to a party, and 99 people tell you they love your outfit, but one person says you look ridiculous. You probably spent most of the evening and the next day ruminating about that negative comment a lot more than the 99 positive comments you received.

			John Cacioppo, Ph.D., has done excellent research on this phenomenon. He designed an experiment where he would show positive pictures known to produce positive reactions from subjects. He would do the same with known negative images and neutral pictures while recording electrical activity in the brain’s cerebral cortex. The recording reflects the magnitude of information processing taking place. He found that the brain reacts much stronger to negative stimuli, as demonstrated by increased electrical activity.1 The most predominant theory on why this is, is that during our evolution, we reacted stronger to negative stimuli to keep us safe, forcing us to take fewer risks, thereby keeping us safer.

			For the workplace, we must be intentional with our praise to offset any negativity an employee may experience at work. Good leaders and managers must be cognizant of how much praise they give out compared to how much correction and reprimanding they perform. Remember to celebrate how far the employees has come, instead of solely focusing on how long it took them to get there.

			But how much positivity will offset our negative brain? Research conducted by Dr. Barbara Fredrickson on flourishing business teams estimates that the ratio of positive to negative thoughts/experiences/interactions should be 3 to 1.2

			Showing the proper amount of appreciation will considerably impact employee engagement, turnover, and office morale, especially if done correctly. If you are married or in a committed relationship, I hope you have read the book, The Five Love Languages by Gary Chapman. If you have not read it, then as soon as you finish this book, buy it and read it. Trust me, you and your spouse/significant other will thank me. The book’s theme is that people have five love languages for expressing love and wanting to receive love. These love languages are words of affirmation, acts of service, receiving gifts, quality time, and physical touch. Most people tend to show love the same way they want to receive it, regardless of their significant other’s love language.

			For example, my primary love language is acts of service, but my wife’s love language is words of affirmation. You can see where I am heading with this. I came from the political world, where words were meaningless. Promises, promises, double-dealing, and self-service always trump words. I learned from a life in politics that words are empty without action. Thus, I show my wife love through acts of service. She would give love in words of affirmation, as those words carried so much meaning for her, and she longed to be told loving, supportive, meaningful words in return. For years I was showing her love in the way I wanted to receive it, not knowing what she wanted and needed. And she showed me love in a way that I dismissed quickly based on my life’s experiences with the spoken word. Once we learned how to speak each other’s love language, our relationship grew even closer, and we were both more fulfilled by each other.

			The same can be said about the leader/employee relationship. We need to love our employees enough to get to understand them, what they need, and how they want to be shown support to grow professionally. After the massive success of his first book, Gary Chapman, along with Paul White, wrote The Five Languages of Appreciation in the Workplace. The book’s premise is that people express and receive appreciation differently at work. If you try to express appreciation in ways that aren’t meaningful to your co-workers, they may not feel valued at all.3

			Similar to the original love languages, the five languages of appreciation at work are Acts of Service, Quality Time, Words of Affirmation, Tangible Gifts, and Appropriate Physical Touch.

			Acts of Service: Talk is cheap. They need action. If you see them overwhelmed, help them with something.

			Quality Time: Time together is essential to them, but not if it is them listening to you talk. Allow your employee to expand on thoughts and ideas, listen intently and give them your undistracted attention.

			Tangible Gifts: Bring them a coffee or get them the new Mt. Dew flavor they said they wanted to try. It does not have to have much monetary value. It is the action of thinking of them, and the gift proves that you thought of them.

			Words of Affirmation: «Great Job» doesn›t cut it. Be sincere and specific, as the specificity shows you were paying attention and noticed the details. «Great job on that presentation. I can tell you spent time and effort on it, and the quality showed in how you made the complex problem easier to understand.»

			Appropriate Physical Touch: Importance on appropriate. A fist bump, a high five, a hearty handshake, or a literal pat on the back goes a long way to make people feel appreciated if this is their appreciation language.

			Appreciation at work is not just a top-down concept. It should be encouraged within teams and across all employees. It is imperative to note that appreciation is most impactful when communicated regularly, delivered personally, and perceived as authentic. It should never be automatically delivered or scheduled. Such as a pre-printed card saying “we appreciate you” sent to everyone once a quarter. If it feels automatic and unauthentic, the message will be disregarded.

			Knowing your employee’s language of appreciation will help you create valued employees and foster an environment of gratitude and engagement, especially if you are doling out appreciation at least three times as much as giving constructive criticism or negative feedback.

		

	
		
			Remote Engagement

			As identified by the Microsoft survey and a cursory look at the current employment market, it is clear that remote work is here to stay. With this sudden adoption and positive outcomes of remote and hybrid working, those successes bring additional challenges to organizations, one of the top being how to engage remote employees.

			The likelihood of remote workers feeling disconnected from their peers is a genuine and valid concern. Employees may become nervous and anxious due to their feelings of disconnection, which can easily lead to questioning their status at the company and doubting their job performance.

			The overall success of a remote workforce comes down to the onboarding experience and a virtual buddy. If there is a process to teach and train employees on all the opportunities for engagement available to them, those opportunities will be utilized. A virtual buddy allows for continual reinforcement of engagement opportunities and a direct connection to the organization outside of a manager/employee relationship.

			A good onboarding process includes interactive guides for new hires, standard operating procedures, an employee handbook, personalized guidance for specific roles, and a clear description of the new hire’s tasks and responsibilities. The process must include scheduled meetings with team members, onboarding events, regular check-ins, and other activities aimed at effectively integrating a new hire into the company culture, which has exposure to all the employee engagement opportunities that exist at the company.

			Virtual buddies greatly enhance the assimilation of new members into teams and foster an environment of inclusion within larger groups. Remote workers will still need a virtual buddy even after a successful onboarding process. The buddy must be a co-worker (not a manager or HR rep) but a peer who has some company experience, is willing to answer questions and is a general support to the new hire.

			Nothing you institute for virtual employees will be as effective as in-person connections. While the pandemic did usher in a new dynamic of remote work, it forced companies to hit the pause button on conferences, annual meetings, and seminars. The fact that remote work will be such a fixture of the working landscape serves to enhance the value of in-person attendance to cultivate relationships and enhance team building. Companies should still recognize the need for in-person interaction for team members, especially new team members who have never met their co-workers outside of a computer screen. This lack of physical interaction makes annual sales, or industry conferences, even more critical. The networking conferences that seemed to be a thing of the past following the pandemic will make a roaring resurgence as companies recognize the vital role it can play in fostering engagement amongst remote workers and its ability to solidify teams and remote employees as truly part of the organization.

			Before the pandemic, organizations hosted face-to-face events, meetings, social breaks, team building exercises, etc., to keep employees engaged and feeling part of the team. In the era of remote work, the need for those types of events has remained and they must be delivered through a new medium.

			With in-office employees, these events would occur naturally and spontaneously with minimal support or structure from the company. Chats around the water cooler and coffee breaks in the employee lounge would happen independently, while others, such as clubs or theme days, may require some planning and structure from the company. These events can still be achieved in a remote environment with effort from the organization. Virtual coffee breaks and virtual water cooler chats can all be organized, and virtual space can be provided for remote workers to engage outside a structured work meeting. Planned theme days or events such as “introducing your pet” can allow for relationship building and employees to engage with their peers in a relaxed environment. Some companies have booked virtual concerts, or virtual comedy shows to engage with all workers regardless of location and allow for a communal experience for the entire organization. However, the key to these events having maximum success is the ability of remote workers to engage with and communicate with each other before, during, and after the event. Thus, a communication medium such as Slack or Microsoft Teams must exist to allow this type of internal communication. Many times, it is not the event that spurs bonding but the communication during and after the event based upon a mutually shared experience.

			Another common attribute of companies that excel with remote work are the organizations who are incredibly conscious of bombarding remote workers with virtual meetings including engagement events. A continual review and elimination of the unnecessary number of meetings, online sessions, and events that remote workers are required to attend is crucial. What is necessary however, are quick one-on-one meetings with a direct supervisor. Five-minute one-on-one catchups allow time for leaders to understand individual employees’ ambitions and concerns which typically are not conveyed when the only interaction with them is during team meetings or large group events. These quick meetings should be employee-led, as no one wants to hear their supervisor drone on for the entire chat. These brief chats also allow the supervisor to engage with the employees individually instead of micromanaging them throughout the day and week. Micromanagement destroys employee engagement, creates distrust, and results in attrition.

			The technology that allows for remote working also provides the ability to provide additional value to the employees. Upskilling workshops can be offered remotely thus helping employees to stay engaged while obtaining desired skills. The ability to convey information, knowledge, and values is not limited to work-related training. Language classes, art classes, and cooking classes can all be provided at minimal costs to employees through a learn-as-you-go style. Imagine a cooking club within your organizations remote and on campus employees all attempting a new gourmet recipe and reporting on how good or bad they turned out at the virtual water cooler event. If the company provides the means and the access the employees will find ways to build connections.

		

	
		
			Why is the Dead Sea Dead?

			The Dead Sea is considered “dead” because its high salinity prevents macroscopic aquatic organisms, such as fish and aquatic plants, from living and thriving in it.

			Why is it so salty?

			The water flows into the Dead Sea from one main tributary, the river Jordan. It then has no way to get out of the lake and is forced to evaporate.

			What does this have to do with my company’s culture?

			I’ll explain. The Dead Sea wasn’t always dead. It only became dead when it stopped pouring water out to the Mediterranean Sea and only took in water from the Jordan River.

			Your employees pour into your company daily with their time and talent; if you don’t pour out to your employees besides a paycheck, your company culture will end up like the Dead Sea. Company culture dies when we stop pouring into our employees and only take from them. And our good employees start to evaporate to other opportunities, and we are left with employees that are downright salty.

			In McKinsey’s 2022 Great Attrition, Great Attraction global survey, employees› top reason for leaving their former employer was lack of career development.1 With the cost to replace employees around 1.5x their annual salary, it makes excellent financial sense to invest in your team›s career and personal development. One of the best options for small and large businesses is to design, build, and implement a quality mentorship program within your organization. According to the Wharton Business School, the retention rates of employees with a mentor (72%) are drastically higher than those without a mentoring program (49%).2 Employees in younger demographics desire more fulfillment from their careers, and mentorship can play a prominent role in the overall happiness and satisfaction of employees with 79% of millennials stating that mentoring is crucial to their career success.3

			A quality mentorship program must be a cornerstone of your employee development and leadership program, but before implementing a mentoring program, take the time to design it well. Set goals and objectives and assign mentors to mentees based on the data that shows they will be compatible. Then support the mentoring program with training for mentors.

			Before assigning volunteers to serve as mentors, they must understand how to approach mentoring to make your program successful. Human nature shows that people tend to lead others the way they were led. But that style and approach may not be the most effective for their mentees. Not everyone speaks the same leadership language. A drill instructor can be a great motivator or the most hated person in the unit. Your mentor program must use the information you gathered from knowing your employee to make desirable matches between mentors and mentees to achieve high success levels. There are excellent inexpensive resources online for e-training courses that will get your mentors trained, get your program up and going, or add life to an existing mentorship program. Measure your results, gather data and feedback, and always strive to improve.

			It is imperative that company leadership support and promote the mentorship program. I was doing some work with the Ameren Corporation, a Fortune 500 company based in St. Louis. I was excited to learn that the company and the CEO Warner Baxter fully supported their mentorship program. (Warner is now the Chairman of the Board of Ameren). Warner was assigned to a 20-something-year-old 2nd-year employee. His mentee sat in on a presentation he gave as part of the mentorship and they had lunch afterward. Warner related that he asked his mentee how he did in his presentation and if he could have done anything better. She complimented him on a great job, then gave him some feedback on things he actually could do better! I commented how that would be like a major league baseball draftee telling Babe Ruth how to fix his swing. He laughed but shared that she was right and her suggestions were spot on. The culture that Warner had created at Ameren was one where a 2nd-year employee, fresh out of college, felt comfortable enough to give the CEO constructive suggestions. A culture where top leadership led by example and supported the mentorship program not just with words but with participation.

			Last time I checked, Ameren was not having a rash of resignations with people seeking better opportunities. I wonder why?

		

	
		
			Cultivating Sustainable Employees

			The Great Resignation is the outcome of decades of obtuse thinking that another person will always be willing to replace unhappy, unengaged, and overworked employees. A culmination of failed leadership allowed discontent to simmer, anxiety and stress to spread unchecked, and motivated talent to leave because they were not understood, supported, or valued.

			We are at the beginning of a labor market disruption, where incumbent businesses are still operating and producing their products or services in a manner that serves their desire for maximum profitability, ignoring the needs of their workforce.

			Sustainable employee focused competitors will target this ignored workforce to gain top talent by meeting the ignored needs of employees.

			When the incumbents do not respond or respond too late to the reasons behind the loss of talent and labor, existing competitors eventually gain market share by offering solutions derived from top talent they recently acquired. Once the competitor has begun to attract the incumbent business’s mainstream customers en masse, the labor disruption has occurred.

			As of April of 2022, the top reasons employees gave for quitting their previous job are lack of career development (41%), uncaring and unsupportive leaders (34%), unsustainable work expectations (29%), and lack of support for health and wellbeing (26%).1 Leaders of organizations must understand and accept that a paradigm shift has occurred in the labor market. Those that do will be positioned to excel in the future. Companies that are already re-evaluating their processes, culture, methods of motivation, and realigning their leadership development to meet the needs of their people have a head start towards success.

			A successful company’s mission will be cultivating healthy, vibrant, and sustainable people while creating the goods and services they provide. Sustainable employees are developed by excellent leaders within an environment that understands and values them. When then the goals of the individual employees are aligned with the company’s overall goals, the entire organization thrives.

			Earlier in this book, I referenced the most celebrated coach in NFL football, Vince Lombardi. Coach Lombardi started with a team whose performance was dismal, morale was low, and the players were looking to join other teams. The team he inherited had only won one game the prior season, despite having thirteen future Hall of Fame players. Worst of all, the Green Bay Packers had a culture problem.

			To turn the franchise around, Vince started by building relationships with his team, inspiring them, and helping them realize their potential. His goal was to relentlessly chase perfection, knowing that perfection can never be achieved. But he knew in the process; they would catch excellence. He recognized the talent he had on his team. He taught the team leaders and captains to lead others. Then he simplified things by going back to basic plays. Lombardi realized that he couldn’t coach unless his players had been taught the fundamentals. And that is what he focused on—the fundamentals of football.

			When creating sustainable employees, people get lost looking for a magic bullet of technology or training. They forget the hidden power that small, repeated actions and daily habits can have on organizations and lives. Focusing on the fundamentals of life, and the fundamentals of what employees need can add up to some significant things for your organization.

			Lombardi was famous for saying leaders are not born; they’re made. What is true on the football field is true in your organization. Investing in leadership development within your organization is the building block of creating sustainable employees. Those leaders will be the foundation on which to build a sustainable workforce.

			Identify your leaders, learn how they operate, and train and develop them to mentor and lead others. Define what leadership should look like, then reward it. Teach them to recognize desired behaviors and to reward those behaviors. Quit distracting them and let them lead and produce.

			Sustainable Leaders are leaders who:

			
					Keep their message clear and straightforward.

					Whose actions are consistently in line with their message.

					Create a culture of trust, openness, and respect.

					Eliminate drama, confront anxiety, and combat fear.

					Foster self-esteem.

			

			Your employees are re-evaluating their lives and careers after experiencing the significant emotional event of the Pandemic and the resulting trauma. Don’t let them go it alone, hoping they instill healthy coping strategies and positive fundamental behaviors. Be there to assist them, coach them, and guide them. Help them become sustainable employees. Sustainable leaders help their employees achieve their stated goals through access to a quality mentor or a coach trained and skilled in building a sustainable life of significance.

			Sustainable Employees:

			
					Know their core beliefs and values.

					Have discovered their life’s passion, purpose, and mission.

					Have created a mission statement for their career, family, and personal life.

					Set short-term, mid-term, and long-term goals.

					Have habits and routines of excellence.

					Unplug, quiet their minds, and give themselves a break.

					Can healthily battle stress, anxiety, perfectionism, and other harmful traits.

					Realize how they best focus, learn and give and need appreciation.

					Know their talents and skills.

					Have balance within the five critical areas of their life.

			

			Organizations are made up of people. Never underestimate the power of a small group of people focusing on simple ideas, deeply understood, repeated daily, and executed consistently, to accomplish amazing things. Within your company, if you focus on the people you want to leave behind after you are gone, you will be rewarded with the company you’ve always dreamed of having. Cultivate sustainable employees and watch them grow your company.

			“After all the cheers have died down, and the stadium is empty after the headlines have been written, and after you are back in the quiet of your room and the championship ring has been placed on the dresser, and after all the pomp and fanfare have faded, the enduring thing that is left is the dedication to doing with our lives the very best we can to make the world a better place in which to live.” Vince Lombardi
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