




“Know your culture and unleash its power. That’s the lesson that Shane Green conveys in his powerful
new book Culture Hacker. Not only practical, but a good read, too.”
—John Baldoni, internationally acclaimed leadership educator, executive coach, and author of more
than a dozen books on leadership, including MOXIE: The Secret to Bold and Gutsy Leadership.

“Shane Green understands at a deep level what moves employees and cultures to greatness. Culture
Hacker will help leaders navigate the complexities of performance, engagement and brand in a values-
based framework.”

—Linda Fisher Thornton, CEO of Leading in Context and author of 7 Lenses: Learning the
Principles and Practices of Ethical Leadership

“Tackling a topic like this can be daunting. The author provides fresh ideas to concepts we’ve all
encountered in the workplace. He inspires the reader to apply his methods to improve employee
engagement and retention and expand upon the development of exceptional customer relations.”

—Ed Wallace, bestselling author of The Relationship Engine

“Culture trumps strategy. So yes, it matters a lot. And what is culture but a collection of habits? This
exciting book draws on hard-won experience to offer smart, subtle and exact ways to make your
organization a better place to work, and a place that works better.”

—Michael Bungay Stanier, author of the Wall Street Journal bestseller The Coaching Habit

“Shane Green’s book, Culture Hacker, speaks to and highlights the key component that is most critical
to any organization; its culture. In a global economy, with ever changing factors constantly impacting
the success and potential of any business, he provides insight and direction for the most crucial
influencers to a firm’s culture—it’s staff. No organization, be it a bootstrapping start-up or an established
successful firm can afford to ignore the valuable points he makes.”
—Anthony Melchiorri, president of Argeo Hospitality and executive producer of Travel Channel’s

Hotel Impossible and Five Star Secrets

“Culture Hacker is a refreshing look at next gen HR and how to achieve a transformed work experience
in your business with Shane’s visionary take on change for an agile and engaged workforce”

—Anne Fulton, founder of Fuel50 and author of The Career Engagement Game

“Shane sets out the most critical principle of organizational success—that engaged employees equal
engaged customers. This book is critical in reminding leaders of this imperative as, despite all the
evidence that employee engagement delivers not only great customer service but wider success, few
organizations are making it happen day to day. Shane sets out some simple principles and actions that
any leader or organization can benefit from—not just the retail or service world where the ‘happy
employees equal happy customers’ has long been a mantra. They apply to any organization doing
anything anywhere – delivering engagement through inspirational leadership must be the key objective
for the successful 21st century leader.

—Chris Roebuck, professor and author of Lead to Succeed



“Shane provides proof of what I’ve said for years: ‘If you get the culture right, everything else in your
business will be easier.’ Even better, he gives us specific actions to take along with unique and effective
methods to implement. Read Culture Hacker for increased sales and profits.”

—Jack Daly, Amazon bestselling author of The Sales Playbook

“Company culture, whether for a startup or a Fortune 500, is the most defensible and differentiating
asset you can create. It defines your potential to innovate, grow, compete, and succeed. Shane offers a
clear and concise roadmap for business leaders to design and deliver an employee experience that
educates and engages people to strive to deliver exceptional service. It’s an important read.”

—John Gengarella, CEO, Netpulse

“Shane Green has always been the go-to source for making company culture a strategic tool for success.
WithCulture Hacker, he opens up his playbook. A must read for anyone building a new or managing an
existing company.”

—Rehan Choudrey, founder and CEO of A Beautiful Perspective
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Introduction

The Journey from Customer Experience
to Employee Experience

It is good to have an end to journey towards; but it is the journey that matters, in the
end.1

– Ursula K. Le Guin, American novelist

WHILE I HAVE ALWAYS THOUGHT I would write a book, my main focus
these past few years has been to build a successful company that is a
great partner and resource for service-oriented companies to deliver a
great customer experience as well as reducing turnover and improving
productivity. I also wanted to share my insights and some best practices
around what we should be doing to improve corporate culture and your
employees’ experience. Before I get into this, let me give you a brief
overview of the journey to date and why I want you to read this book.

A lot of my professional career has been involved with hotels and
hospitality—operating them, managing them, or consulting for them.
The biggest influence on how I operate my business today comes from
my time with The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company. The day I became a
manager at the Ritz-Carlton in 1996, my boss told me that my first
priority was no longer the guest but the employee. This was a hard
lesson for me, and it took a while for me to understand, because up until
that point, I had been entirely focused on creating the best possible

xi



xii INTRODUCTION

guest experience. At that moment I had to shift from delivering great
guest experiences to doing the same for my employees.

Making the employee experience a priority seems simple enough,
yet for me initially, and I believe for many managers still today, this
seems counterintuitive. After all, haven’t we been told so many times
that the customer is the most important person to our business? Well,
let me begin with this reality for all business owners, executives, and
managers–your employees are your most important asset and focus. I
know we are told that we are in the customer experience economy but I
believe we have already transitioned into the employee experience
economy. Are you still waging a talent war? Let me tell you: the talent
war is over and the talent won. If you do not start taking better care of
your talent, then as company owners, executives, or managers, you will
lose your best people and a lot of money.

Now this is not something new. Some of the most successful
customer service organizations just happen to be the ones that take
care of their staff the best. Starbucks’ former CEO Howard Shultz put it
perfectly when he said, “Our first priority was to take care of our people,
because they were the ones responsible for communicating our passion
to our customers. If we did that well, we’d accomplish our second
priority, taking care of our customers.”2

For me happy employees equals happy customers so when I
experience poor customer service and become frustrated, disappointed,
or angry, it would be easy to blame the employee trying to take care of
me. However, I would argue that he or she is only a small part of my
poor customer experience story. Because while it is the employee’s bad
attitude or lack of effort that is frustrating me, the real problems are the
managers and organizations behind employees that accept and many
times incite that attitude or lazy behavior. I become frustrated with the
employee but angry at the organization and managers who have allowed
this problem to happen.

A couple of years ago I did a TV show on the Travel Channel called
Resort Rescue. What stands out to me the most were the interactions I
had with members of my production company, who always wanted me
to get upset and freak out on all the employees I came across delivering
poor customer service—as some of my reality show peers at the time
were doing. However, I refused, because, as I explained over and over
again, it wasn’t the employee’s fault. The owners or managers were the



Introduction xiii

real villains in this poor customer service story; therefore, any frustra­
tions should be directed toward them.

You see, it is the employees’ experience at work and how their
managers treat them that creates the attitude they display and is
responsible for the effort they exert.

Poor customer service is often the result of a poor attitude or a lack
of effort from an employee, which is often the result of a poor employee
experience. Over the years as I have worked with and consulted for
many organizations seeking to improve their customer experience
abilities, and invariably at some point we would talk about those
elements of the employee experience that were failing to instill the
type of mindset and attitude that their customers expected or deserved
to receive. The company I founded, SGEi, has evolved from designing
and delivering customer service skill training to leadership develop­
ment to what is now the methodology and thinking behind the Culture
Hacker concept.

As I considered, researched, and discussed what it meant to take
care of employees in the workplace, it became more and more clear
that if I truly wanted to impact customer service and experience, this
was the way I could do it. One article early on that sparked my
thinking came from Time magazine’s Health and Wellness issue back
in 2005—before everyone was really getting on the work culture
bandwagon. The article noted:

Researchers in psychology, economics, and organizational behavior have
been gradually discovering that the experience of being happy at work is
similar across all professions. People who love their jobs feel challenged by
their work but in control of it, have bosses who make them feel appreciated,
and co-workers that they like. They can find meaning in what they do.3

To inspire better service, we needed to focus on creating happier
and more engaged employees. As Timothy R. Clark, CEO of Leader-
Factor, a consulting and training organization, says, “Highly engaged
employees make the customer experience. Disengaged employees
break it.”4

Now, although the employee mindset has a significant impact on
customer experience, it can also influence so much more. Employees’
mindsets determine how much effort they will put into their jobs and
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their overall performance. Effort is important regardless of the industry
or job, so employee mindset and experience matter in every business.
Over the years, I have implemented our training and Culture Hacker
methodology in hospitality, of course, but also in sports entertainment,
retail, manufacturing, the automotive industry, real estate, the airline
industry, the technology sector, on cruise ships, and at malls. We have
worked with companies large and small, well established and start-ups.
Regardless of your focus, if you want your people to perform better, then
our methodology to improve the employee experience should be a
priority for you. And, of course, this is a global issue, indicated by the
fact that we have worked with companies in North America, Europe,
Asia, Australia, and Great Britain.

In addition, how people feel about coming to work is going to
impact your ability to retain them. If they are not happy, they probably
are not going to stick around for long, especially younger workers who
are a lot more comfortable moving between jobs and industries than
earlier generations are. The bottom line is, the main reason so many
organizations fail to keep their best and brightest talent is that they do
not understand or focus on how to make their people happy at work.

Now, I hear you saying “But I thought this book was all about
culture.” It is, because “culture” is defined as “the collective mindset and
attitude of employees about what they do and who they do it for.” This
mindset manifests itself in how employees do things or, in other words,
their actions and behaviors when interacting with customers, peers, and
the business itself. And culture is top of mind for many owners,
executives, and managers today, as indicated by a recent Bersin by
Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends report that reads: “Employee
engagement and culture issues exploded onto the scene, rising to
become the number one challenge around the world in our study.
An overwhelming 87% of respondents believe the issue is ‘important,’
with 50% citing the problem as ‘very important’—double the propor­
tion in [the previous] year’s survey.”5 So there is obviously plenty of
talk, but based on the continued lack of great customer service and high
turnover rates, there is not enough action. Whether you like it or not,
culture must be a priority in your business today.

So I came up with Culture Hacker, a methodology for improving
the employee experience and mindset at work. The focus was simple
and clear, with a quote from Campbell Soup CEO Douglas Conant
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guiding our thinking: “To win in the marketplace you must first win in
the workplace.”6 I wanted to help as many organizations as possible win
in the workplace so their customers could receive a better experience.
Over the years I have put together a great team of customer experience
and human resources experts to execute on this Culture Hacker
methodology with our clients.

When I talk about culture, I often get asked “Can you really change
it?” My answer is yes, because I truly believe you can affect how people
think and feel. Now, you can never control a person’s attitude 100% of
the time, but I certainly think you can have a big impact on it. One of my
favorite quotes on attitude is by Pastor Charles Swindoll, who suggests
that life is 10%what happens to people and 90%how they respond to it.7

I believe that organizations have a 90% chance of positively influencing
how people feel about their jobs though the employee experience. This is
an important idea, because while we might not be able to influence our
employees’ attitude 100% of the time, it suggests that we can certainly
make a differencemost of the time.And that is an important point forme.
Companies can do more to make their people feel better, which in turn
will ensure better customer service. And yet many businesses are not and
that really frustrates me.

Companies can improve their employees’ mindset or change their
culture but it is generally not some easy, short-term initiative, and it
cannot just be made up along the way. The process of focusing on and
evolving culture can never stop, because employees are always chang­
ing. Evolving a culture is a transformational process that requires its
own plan, the right resources, a focus on the right things, and, most
important, the right leaders. So even once you have the right culture in
place, you need to constantly measure and check the pulse of your
people as their expectations and those of your customers evolve.

Although Culture Hacker is about change, I suggest that a reason
we have been so successful with our methodology is that we do not
make a big deal about that change. We all know that when we start
talking about change, people become uncomfortable, resistant, or even
antagonistic. When you start making proclamations of change, people
will get scared, which will cause them to be unable to contribute to or
support any positive cultural transformation. Remember that when you
loudly declare change is on the way, you will also cause the militant few
to gather the troops and make it their life mission to resist anything that
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is suggested or implemented, no matter how positive the intended
outcome. So as you approach the idea of hacking or transforming your
culture, do it without all the fanfare. Speak loudly with your actions,
not your words—like a hacker whose work happens without the end
user noticing any change, at least initially. This is the core of our
Culture Hacker approach—being subtle and exact, without causing a
lot of fuss or distress.

As an example of what not to do consider this example from a client
I worked with. A company executive sent a video out to the entire
company, stating that their culture was broken and it was time for
change. Talk about adopting the completely wrong approach toward
change and improving their culture. We saw an employee base that
became not only frozen by the idea of change but also miserable,
because they were told that their culture and, more specifically, that
they as service providers were broken. Rather than promoting a large
cultural change and telling everyone that the culture is off, we quietly
focus in on individual mechanisms (as explained in this book) that are
relatively easy to explain andmanipulate, even though they are a part of
a larger change effort. Simply put, Culture Hacker is about making big
changes quietly.

I want to mention here in the introduction the importance of
technology. Technology is changing—and, arguably, enhancing—every
aspect of our lives, our jobs, and even the employee experience. New
technology is changing how our staffs work, and so it is important that we
recognize that the employee experience of the future and many of the
mechanisms that influence our employees’mindsets will bemanaged and
organized by technology. Today technology is prevalent in interviewing,
onboarding, communication mechanisms, performance management,
recognition, career development, and training. So what is the relation­
ship between technology and culture? In their Harvard Business Review
article, AshleyGoldsmith and Leighanne Levensaler proposed this: “[W]
e like to think of values as the beating heart of culture, processed and
organizational structure as the brain, and technology as the nervous
system that makes sure heart and head are working together to move us
forward.”8 To reiterate this idea, in each chapter we have indicated some
technology companies that might be effective partners in a particular
area of improving the employee experience. We recommend learning
more about the many solutions out there because technology is going to
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be prevalent in crafting any employee experience, whether we like it or
not.

Finally, let’s talk about money, specifically how much you pay your
employees. Although this book explains the most influential mecha­
nisms that define how your staffers feel about coming to work, I do not
spend time discussing salaries or wages. The reason is twofold. First,
research indicates that money is not a strong motivator in employee
performance and engagement.9 Generally, once basic needs have been
met, money is not the motivator we think it is. Second, I do not focus
on salary or wages because I recognize that it is often not an easy
variable to change, especially in a small business or when you are not in
a position to effect salary increases. So the Culture Hacker methodology
focuses on everything else that can influence the culture and mindset of
employees.

Speaking of small businesses, because I have owned, coached,
and managed a few of them over the years, I am very aware of the
stresses and challenges associated with owning and running such
ventures. As a result, I wrote this book with small business owners in
mind too. The lessons and practices offered apply just as easily to
small companies as to large ones. In fact, I’ve written this book in
such a way that small business owners with limited or no human
resources infrastructure can and must use the tactics herein to stay
competitive and grow.

I wrote this book to share my insights, best practices, and inspira­
tion for how you can create, manage, or hack your culture—to improve
your customers’ experiences, your employee retention, and organiza­
tional performance. By impacting all three things I know there are
direct benefits to the profitability and performance of any company,
which is why I believe the focus on culture should be a priority for every
business person today. Thank you for reading, and thank you for
wanting to make a difference in how your people feel about coming
to work. There’s one more nice side effect of all this—it will make you
happier at work too!
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1
Culture

More Than Just an HR Thing

Brand is just a lagging indicator of a company’s culture.
—Tony Hsieh, CEO of Zappos1

EVERY OWNER, EXECUTIVE, AND MANAGER is responsible for his or her team,
department, or company culture. No excuses. Culture is no longer just a
human resources (HR) priority or thing; it is a fundamental business
thing.

Culture is the collective mindset and attitude of your employees.
The mindset your employees bring to work every day determines how
they will take care of your customers, how much effort they will put into
their work, and whether or not they will stay with you long term. The
impact of a negative culture within an organization is tremendous. Poor
customer interactions, high turnover, and under performing employees
cost organizations—depending on their size—thousands, millions, and
even billions of dollars. The research from across industries is clear:
when your employees are more engaged, your company is more
productive and profitable; leading to better shareholder returns. Culture
is the most important business thing today.

1



2 CULTURE HACKER

When it comes to culture, the question is not “Do you have a
culture?” because you do, and every company does. The real question is
“What type of culture do you have today, and is it meeting the
expectations of your owners, customers, and employees?” This question
really is at the heart of what every manager must consider: Is your
culture making your business better, delivering the desired individual
and team performance, turning customers into fans, and causing your
best people to stay? If it is not, know that there are things you can do to
change your culture to where you and your staff want it to be.

Many owners, executives, and managers focus their energies and
investments on business, financial, operational, or marketing strategies,
but the reality is that a culture strategy will have a greater impact on
your business than any other thing. Peter Drucker’s phrase “Culture eats
strategy for breakfast”2 is probably more relevant in business today than
ever before. Employees are the ones defining your business, it’s value
and reputation, and for that reason, the ability to attract, retain, enable,
and maximize your talent is critical for your business today.

Culture is a business thing, and all owners, executives, and managers
must be involved (along with HR, if you have that department) to get the
right culture in place for your business. According to Jay Haines, founding
partner of Grace Blue, a global executive search company, “The cultural
piece is tomymindnow the singlemost important component of any chief
executive role.”3 Now, the problem I see in many organizations is that
culture is just an HR responsibility.Whether I’m speaking with an owner,
executive, or manager, when I ask who is responsible for the company’s
culture, the person almost overwhelmingly says “human resources.”This is
the first problem I have with many organizations and the people running
them today—they are leaving the task and responsibility of employee
attitude up to a single person or team, when, in fact, it is everyone’s
responsibility. As HR expert Michelle Crosby recently stated on our
Culture Hacker podcast, “Culture needs to be owned by leaders at every
level. Human resources has to play a role as a facilitator of that process, but
not the owner of that process.”4 So with HR acting as the facilitator,
everyone else must take on the responsibility of creating, supporting, and
delivering an employee experience that instills a positive mindset, a
delight in serving others, and a desire to make things happen.

Now, if you are an HR manager or, in fact, any manager who views
culture as a priority, you may be nodding your head in agreement, but I
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bet you are also thinking about those owners, executives, or managers
around you who need some convincing. So let’s consider in more detail
the three areas where I think culture is most strongly impacting your
business’s profitability and performance today: your customer experi­
ence, how much effort your people put into their work every day, and
your ability to retain your best and brightest people.

How Culture Determines the Customer’s Experience

As you read in the introduction, I wrote this book because of the lack of
service and consideration offered to customers by so many organizations
today. Obviously, I want to make sure this point is front of mind. Now, I
have sat with managers who plainly told me they are not a service-based
organization, so maybe these rules do not apply. My response was simple:
“Do you have customers?”Their response, of course, was yes. I continued
on to say that in today’s world, you need to start thinking of your business
as a service-based organization, no matter your product or industry,
because customers, regardless of what you are providing them, expect
service, a great experience, or even just appreciation in return for their
business. Also, when it comes to customers, you must understand that
organizations have both internal and external customers.Although some
of your staff members will not deal with external customers, they work
either directly or indirectly with other employees, or internal customers,
who do. Sowhenwe talk about delivering a great customer experience or
service, we alsowant to consider how staffmembers workwith each other
to deliver the products and services of the organization.

We know attitude is critical in customer interactions, both inter­
nally and externally. There is an old hospitality axiom that says “Those
with a good attitude always provide great service. Those with a poor
attitude always provide poor service.”5 This truth of hospitality is
important in all industries, because it reminds us that the mindset
and attitude of your staff members is probably the single most important
aspect of making your internal or external customers feel good and of
making your company successful. This line of thinking is not new. It
was documented and demonstrated in the 1998Harvard Business Review
article “The Employee-Customer-Profit Chain at Sears,” wherein the
authors demonstrated that employees’ attitudes led to a better customer
experience and, in turn, better profits.6
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So attitude, or how your employees feel about their jobs, defines the
service and experience each customer receives. Every business owner
and manager needs to be considerate of their employees’ mindset
when it comes to customer experience because those attitudes deter­
mine how your customers are treated, and how you treat your customers
is what they talk about and share with their family, friends, and
acquaintances, both in person and online. And specifically, what is
being shared online is currently defining your reputation and brand
more than any advertisements or marketing initiatives can do today.
Mercedes-Benz CEO Steve Cannon said it best: “Customer experience
is the new marketing.”7 Customer experience is being defined by how
your employees feel, and it indirectly tells us a lot about how you treat
your employees. As Michelle Crosby said on the podcast, “The cus­
tomer experience is a reflection of what is happening inside the
organization, whether the organization intends or wants it to. What
you reap on the inside is what you sow on the outside.”8 What is
happening inside every organization is some type of employee experi­
ence. And that experience is manifesting itself in how your employees
feel about coming to work, which in turn is defining how your customer
feel after every interaction.

Every interaction with your customer counts, whether to increase
customer loyalty or customer spend. Lowe’s Home Improvement
provides compelling findings regarding the impact of employee engage­
ment and customer satisfaction and sales. By quantifying the
relationship between employee engagement and sales (starting in
2007), Lowe’s found that a conservative difference between the highest-
and lowest-engaged stores was more than $1 million in sales per year.9

We have worked with the automotive industry for a number of
years, and our work with dealerships, which are either small, one-off
businesses often run by a family or centers that are part of larger
automotive groups, has reinforced our belief that a focus on the
employee experience leads to better customer experiences and profits,
due to increased market share. What is most interesting about auto­
motive dealers is that the majority of their revenues come from
servicing a vehicle, not selling it, yet many consumers view the process
of taking their car in for service as not unlike going to the dentist—very
painful. When car dealerships emphasize customer service in the
scheduling, drop-off, pickup, and follow-up process, they delight their
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customers and build not only a strong, loyal customer base, reflected in
repeat sales, but also a strong word-of-mouth reputation for service
reliability around their community or town. And those touchpoints are
all influenced and defined by the interactions customers have with
and the attitudes of staff members. Your employees’ mindsets definitely
impact the loyalty of your customers and the financial position of your
company.

Zappos CEO Tony Hsieh’s quote, used to introduce this chapter, is
a great line to remember. It basically says your brand is a reflection of
your culture, not the other way around as most business people would
have you believe. It highlights just how important culture is when it
comes to a brand, and it reinforces why, for owners, executives, and
managers, culture might be the most important area of focus today in
terms of customer service and experience.

How Culture Determines Employee Performance

Great customer service and experience requires a lot of effort, and effort
is the result of the energy someone directs toward a task. But a focus on
culture is not just about better customer service; it applies to all tasks,
roles, and jobs. You have to invest in your culture to ensure that your
employees give their best and perform at their best.

A big part of the difference among average, good, and great is the
attitude or mindset that people have. Attitude affects energy levels,
cognitive ability, andhowpeople feel.Although you cannot guarantee or
expect that everyone will be positive and happy all the time, you want to
ensure that you are not causing undue stress or negativity and that, for the
most part, the experience of working at your company supports a positive
disposition. A study by economists at the University of Warwick in
England found that happiness led to a 12% spike in productivity while
unhappy workers proved 10% less productive. As the economists put it,
“Human happiness has large and positive casual effects on productivity.
Positive emotions appear to invigorate human beings.”10

The impact of a positive mindset cannot be downplayed in the
work environment. Renowned sports psychologist Jim Taylor said:

Negative emotions can also hurt you mentally. Your emotions are
telling you that, deep down, you’re not confident in your ability to
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perform well and achieve your competitive goals. Your confidence
will decline and you will have negative thoughts to go along with
your negative emotions. Also, since your negative emotions are so
strong, you will likely have difficulty focusing on what will help you
to perform well; the negative emotions draw your attention onto all
of the negative aspects of your performance. Finally, negative
emotions can hurt your motivation to perform because you just
don’t feel good and it’s no longer fun.11

In work as in sports, you cannot underestimate the impact of a negative
attitude on performance.

One business that relies on and requires constant around-the-clock
effort from employees is a cruise ship, where staff often work for weeks
without time off, depending on the length of the cruise. During our time
implementing a new culture within a European cruise ship company,
the executive team focused on investing in the crew experience and
found an improvement in effort and performance across all disciplines on
the ship. When it comes to the amount of effort your employees put in
each day, how they feel about their work and who they do it for matters
significantly.

How Culture Determines Employee Retention

The attitude a person has about coming to work is also important in
determining whether they are likely to stay with you. As full employ­
ment in many industries is coming closer to reality, employees simply
have more options. What makes our current situation so interesting is
that at the same time, the Millennial workforce is becoming the largest
employee group. This generation and those who will come after them
are more and more comfortable moving between jobs and industries to
maximize their earning potential and find a greater sense of meaning in
their work. That last point is critical; members of the next generation of
employees will continue to leave jobs, managers, and companies that do
not make them feel valued, provide purpose, or help them grow. In
other words, they leave companies that do not give them a great
experience.

It is also important to recognize that you are not just competing
with and losing talent to those within your industry. The reality of a
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global economy and an informed workforce is that talent transcends
most industries. The founder of the Future of Work community, Jacob
Morgan, says: “We are seeing a global talent war, not only in a particular
industry or location, but with employees around the world.”He goes on
to say, “What can an organization do to retain and keep top talent?
Focus on employee experience and create an environment where
employees want to show up, not necessarily where they need to
show up.”12

With workers more comfortable and willing to leave you if you do
not meet their expectations, the threat of turnover is real. The costs of
such turnover are striking, both to the bottom line and, psychologically,
to the staff who remain. In 2016, Julie Kantor, president of Twomentor,
LLC suggested that the hard costs can range anywhere from 16% to
213% of a person’s salary, when you take into account training,
onboarding, interview expenses, and advertising costs. Soft costs
include lowered engagement for remaining employees when someone
leaves, loss of productivity for new hires (it can take up to two years to
reach the same level of productivity as someone who has left), impact
on morale, gossip, and less effective service.13

One company that struggled with turnover due to a poor culture is
CHG Healthcare Services. The following case study illustrates the
changes that CHG made to its culture and the impact those changes
had on its turnover rates.

Case Study: CHG Healthcare Services

CHG Healthcare Services is a healthcare staffing organization that serves

thousands of hospitals throughout all 50 states in the U.S.14 In an industry

plagued with high turnover, between 50% and 60% per year, CHG has not

only managed to retain talent, but has also become a constant fixture on some

of the most sought after company recognition lists. 2016 was the company’s

seventh consecutive year on Fortune’s “100 Best Companies to Work For”

list, and eighth consecutive year on the “Training Top 125” list, to name a few.

However, this success was not always the case, and the company experi­

enced many obstacles when trying to rework their company culture.

On a recent Culture Hacker podcast, Kevin Ricklefs, senior vice pres­

ident of Talent Management, shared that the company had over 50% turnover

(continued )
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(continued )

15 years ago. This costly business issue was the catalyst for making a

change. “When we wanted to reduce turnover, we started by asking our

leaders and employees their opinion of our culture,” Kevin said.15 Giving

employees a voice created a culture of feedback and a sense of ownership in

the organization that is still present today. This focus on feedback positively

impacted the leadership and communication style of the organization. As

Kevin describes, “We give the employees every opportunity to have a voice in

the company, and they continue to give us feedback and continue to help us

be better.”15

But giving employees a voice about the type of employee experience

they desired was only part of the process. The real lesson here is that CHG

was willing to make some tough decisions to show that they were serious

about making a positive cultural shift. Some of the toughest decisions

included letting go of managers who were not willing to change or support

the new empowered workforce at CHG. These tough decisions are why so

many companies like to talk about cultural change, but so few undertake the

necessary steps to make it a reality.

While the thought of changing culture can be overwhelming, Kevin provides

some advice to the brave souls undertaking the journey: don’t try to go it alone.

“Culture is everyone’s responsibility because it is about the employee experi­

ence. We train the employees and leaders on how to build a good culture and

what we mean by a good culture. This aligns everyone in the organization.”15

For me, the best organization has an employee mindset where the
experience of both internal and external customers exceeds expectations,
every employee delivers his or her best, and there is below-industry
turnover because the people want to be there. Quite simply, this must be
the focus of every person owning or running a business today. Gallup in
2016 stated that “highly engaged work units outperformed disengaged
work units by 10% in customer loyalty and engagement, 21% in
profitability, and 20% in productivity.”16 The business case is clear
and compelling.

Whether you are an owner, executive, manager, or HR practitioner,
in today’s world, culture—the current attitude of your staff—must be
your most important consideration, and delivering a better employee
experience must be the most important thing that you focus on. Herb
Kelleher, ex-CEO and cofounder of Southwest Airlines, said it best:
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“Your employees come first.”17 If you put your employees first, then
their experience at work becomes your top priority. And as American
author and businessman Stephen Covey said so perfectly, “The main
thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.”18 For us and for every
manager, executive, and owner out there, that “main thing”must be the
employee experience and its impact on culture.

Culture Hack: Every owner, executive, and manager
is responsible for his or her team, department, or
company culture.

1. Culture is the mindset and attitudes of employees about what they do

and who they do it for. This manifests itself into how effectively they

work with internal and external customers.

2. Employee interactions with customers and what customers share

about your business form the basis for your reputation and brand in

today’s transparent social media–driven world.

3. The mindset and attitude of your employees plays a significant role in

how well they perform. How someone feels about coming to work

affects their energy levels and even their cognitive abilities.

4. It is important for the success of your business that you retain your best

and brightest over the long term by creating a great culture—a place

they want to work.

5. Improving how an employee feels about coming to work requires the

management and manipulation of the mechanisms that influence an

employee’s experience. Culture Hacker is amethodology and series of

tasks that will positively impact your employee experience. It requires

the engagement and support of all owners, executives, and managers.
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2
Values

Not Some Philosophical BS

Culture is a consequence of a company’s values.
—Charles Day, founder of Lookingglass1

VALUES THAT ARE DESIGNED AND delivered clearly and consistently are
critical in reprogramming your employees experience and thinking.
They are the foundation of your company culture.

Let’s discuss the importance of values and the fact that they are not
just some “philosophical bullshit,” which are the exact words some of
my clients used on more than one occasion. Although values are
dismissed by many managers, they might be the single most important
cultural mechanism and tool that managers need to be using today if
they want to get more out of their associates.

Philosophical Bullshit

Yes, I know many companies have values—they are just something you
are meant to have. However, for many organizations and their manag­
ers, these values offer little—excuse the pun—value. It does not take
long for me to determine if an organization’s values are BS. In our

13
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cultural assessments, we consider customer feedback on interactions
with staff to see if the values are being adhered to. We look at employee
feedback on their experiences and feelings at work to see if the values
are acted on in the workplace. But even simpler, we just ask employees
randomly in the organization if they have company values and, more
specifically, what they are. The majority of the time we get some vague
answer, even from managers, that there are values, but people are not
exactly sure what they are. In one survey where we asked this question,
only 8% of respondents were able to name or paraphrase what their
organization’s values were. So yes, for the most part, we know little
importance is given to values, yet they could be the very thing that
significantly improves your customer and employee experience and
protects your company’s reputation.

Values guide everyone in the organization on how to act and
interact successfully with the customer, each other, and the company,
and they guide many of the decisions, both small and large, that are
made every day. Let’s consider the importance of values in more detail.

Values Describe How Work Gets Done

Values are like the ground zero of a culture, or, as PepsiCo CEO Indra
Nooyi said, “Values make an unsinkable ship. You cannot deliver value
unless you anchor the company values.”2 They describe how things
should be done while showing staff members how they can be successful
within the company. They define how staff members should interact
with the organization, customers, and their peers. Culture, as previously
defined, is a mindset or attitude that manifests itself internally.
Values—and more importantly, the behaviors associated with them
—are how people demonstrate that mindset externally to those around
them.

Think of values as the rules of how towork successfully with others in
the company. Having values is like establishing the rules of the sandbox
for young children. If those sandbox rules aren’t laid out by their parents
before entering the sandbox, a child can cause unintentional chaos as
they play by their own set of rules. This is not unlike what is happening in
many workplaces, especially when a younger workforce dominates the
employee ranks.When we do not define the rules of the sandbox or rules
on how work gets done, newcomers will quickly develop their own rules,
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upsetting the status quo and tenured staff. Does that sound familiar? By
defining the rules for how things get done, we can minimize frustrations
while enhancing teamwork between new and tenured staff.

In addition, values allow organizations the opportunity to do two
very important things successfully: grow and replicate themselves.
Remember that as a business leader, once you have worked out
what you are doing and how to do it, the focus for any business is
to grow, either within its current location or by replicating itself in
multiple locations. The one thing that always comes with growth is the
need to bring on more people. If those people, regardless of their
location, are not following a set of rules that form a critical part of the
business’s formula for success, that business will be in trouble. Although
getting the what right allows you to have a great company, getting the
how right allows you to grow or replicate yourself effectively. So if you
want to grow or are now growing, you better have clearly defined values
in place laying out the rules of your sandbox.

Values are also critical in defining how to interact with customers.
Interactions with customers are determined by how your employees feel
at that moment and their subsequent behaviors, words, and actions.
Values basically state the mindset that is desired and required for both
internal and external customer interactions. More specifically, the
behaviors attached to each value should clearly articulate for employees
what they should do during those interactions. Just maybe, if we focused
on promoting and reinforcing how work gets done, especially with our
customers, there would be a heck of lot fewer poor customer
interactions.

We worked with a large resort in the Caribbean that wanted to
empower and encourage its front-line managers and staff to make
decisions to help guests in the moment rather than constantly going
to a senior manager for approval. When we rebuilt the company’s
values, one of those values was leadership. The idea was that regardless
of their position or if they had a management title, every person was
expected to exhibit leadership in all that they do. The behaviors
associated with that value were to be proactive, make decisions, and
inspire others with your actions. By defining the behaviors around a
value that described how individuals should work, we were able to
engage more staff in helping guests in the moment, as opposed to
waiting for managerial approval.
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Values Guide Decision Making

In addition, values guide the decision-making process at all levels of the
organization, including hiring, performance ratings, knowing what to
do and how to do it, and even to determine what new products or
services are created.

In simple terms, a well-defined set of values directs employees and
managers toward what is most important. Many years ago, we worked
with a large technology organization in Silicon Valley to help its
campus and services team provide better service to the thousands of
campus staff. As we initially worked on developing the training
curriculum, one manager approach me and candidly shared that he
was not sure that focusing on the service skills of staff was the right use
of their time and resources. During this conversation, I started to talk
about the company’s core values, specifically one that stated “Focus
intently on customers,” and what this meant. Although he thought it
referred to only external clients and consumers, I talked about the
concept of internal customers and the important role they played in
the success of the company. The discovery that what we were doing
was directly in line with the values and, in fact, would make this value
come to life within the organization made all the difference to the
buy-in of this manager and his team. The whole training program
around service skills and the attitude that was needed in the various
campus roles became anchored in this value, ensuring significant
improvements in internal customer satisfaction and overall company
performance.

Values should also guide the decisions we make with our customers
every day. When we are faced with a customer challenge, request, or
need and are unsure how to respond, those values and the correspond­
ing behaviors should act as the perfect partner to allow us to make
decisions and act appropriately, quickly, and efficiently. As mentioned
earlier, the large Caribbean resort used its values to guide employee
thinking and decision making.

On a much larger scale, consider some of the most-reported
company scandals of the past couple of years; you could argue that
they were created by a lack of adhering to or being guided by shared
company values.
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Consider the Volkswagen scandal in 2015 wherein senior execu­
tives insisted discrepancies in their emissions reports were the result of
technology issues rather than intentional deceit. Without laying blame,
if VW had strongly adhered to its company values of sustainable,
collaborative, and responsible thinking, this would never have been a
question because those values seem to be the perfect guide to help
ensure such an event would never occur.3 Unfortunately, as with many
companies, when values are just a series of words found on a website or
sheet of paper, they become little more than philosophical BS, which
should not be the case.

One company that impressed us with the use of values to guide its
decision-making process is SendGrid, discussed in the next case
study.

Case Study: SendGrid

SendGrid is a leading cloud-based email service for growing companies. The

organization was born out of its founders’ frustration with having important

messages undelivered. Isaac Saldana, Tim Jenkins, and Jose Lopez,

mentored by the TechStars accelerator program, founded SendGrid in 2009.4

Though the company started with just a handful of customers and no staff, it

had a strong vision and set of unique values. Today, SendGrid employs over

300 employees across four U.S. cities and a number of supporting offices in

Europe, and it is preparing for a 2017 initial public offering.5

One of the biggest assets that has contributed to SendGrid’s

unprecedented growth has always been its culture, based around their four

foundational values of Honest, Happy, Humble, and Hungry. Cofounder

Isaac Saldana said, “With these core values, it’s easy to love coming to

work every day.”6 The values have been embedded into every process

within the organization, from job descriptions and hiring to performance and

growth. Saldana said that using these values allows team members to

“understand that the path to our goals is as important as the goals

themselves.”7

As the company has scaled, those values have been even more

essential to live by. CEO Sameer Dholakia wrote in a recent interview, “A

challenge as a company scales can be around creating a line of sight

between what an employee does every day and the company vision . . . the

(continued )
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(continued )

culture resonates in every person I’ve met at SendGrid. It isn’t just words on

paper.”8

This focus on values has truly paid off for SendGrid. In 2016, it was

named to the first-ever Forbes Cloud 100 list, as one of the top private cloud

companies in the world.9 SendGrid looks to expand even further in the next

few years, with plans to employ an additional 400 new hires—tripling the

current employee base—by the year 2020. CMO Scott Heimes credits the

company’s success entirely to the team members and to the company’s “4H

ethos: Honest, Happy, Humble, and Hungry.”10

The difference between companies that have values that are an
integral and relevant part of their culture and a company that does not
is that employees within the company with the values-based foundation
have clarity, guidance, and rules around how to act and interact with
others and make decisions, large or small, in both day-to-day operations
and at the ownership or executive levels. The growing understanding of
the importance of values is why so many companies are looking to build
or rebuild their values today.

But as I said earlier, although many organizations already have
values, they are nothing more than philosophical BS. Why are their
values failing to provide the sort of leverage and focus I have described?
Well, we find there are five main reasons that an organization’s values
are not having the effect they should:

1. The values have become outdated and	 are less relevant and
meaningful to the modern worker. Although many values may
be timeless, their descriptions or the behaviors associated with them
just do not hold up in today’s fast-paced, technology-influenced,
transparent world. As a result, those values do not resonate with
modern workers. Talentkeepers’ 2013 Global Talent and Retention
report in 2013 found that 37% of overall attrition occurs in the first
year as a result of a “poor fit between the individual and organiza­
tional values.”11

2. Employees do not realize your values even exist. To be effective,
values need to be seen and utilized in many critical aspects of the
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organization, such as selection, onboarding, and recognition, to
name just a few.

3. There are just too many values, so employees have a hard time
knowing what is most important.

4. The values are too vague—people do not know what they mean.
No tangible and measurable behaviors are attached to the values, so
they are open to interpretation. If values are open to interpretation,
it will be hard to utilize them to select, recognize, and hold people
accountable. Values must be observable, tangible, and measurable.

5. Company leadership doesn’t support the values, so they become
trite phrases passed down through generations. It is common to find
business owners and managers who fail to communicate their
actions, beliefs, and support for the organizational value.

If your values fail to provide clarity, meaning, and guidance to your
people because of one of the reasons just discussed, it is time to refresh or
rebuild your culture’s foundation. Our work on getting your culture
right begins with putting a set of simple and relevant values in place. As
we have developed or reworked the values for many organizations, we
have some simple yet important rules to adhere to when it comes to
crafting your values.

Rules for Building or Refreshing Your Cultural Values

■ Involve your staff in the process. By asking for their insights and
ideas, they will feel like they have ownership and more of a
responsibility to work by the values.

■ Less is more. Start with a goal of crafting just four values. You can
add more later. Too many values become confusing and mean­
ingless to people.

■ Give each value a short description that is easy to understand.
■ Associate behaviors that are observable and measurable with

each value. We usually provide three behaviors with each value.

An outcome of clearly defined values, descriptions, and behaviors
may look something like Table 2.1. Note that we refer to this example
throughout the book as we demonstrate how to utilize and align values
and behaviors within certain cultural mechanisms.
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Table 2.1 Values and Behaviors

Creative: Nothing Is Impossible

1. Be open to new ideas and
opinions.

2. Focus on solutions.
3. Ask “Why?” and/or “Why not?”

Accountable: Ask for Forgiveness,
Not Permission

1. Step up and make decisions.
2. Take responsibility for your

actions.
3. Be transparent with your beliefs.

Collaborative: Contribute and
Support

1. Share information and ideas.
2. Follow up and follow through.
3. Listen to understand.

Passionate: Love What You Do or
Why Bother?

1. Learn something new every day.
2. Support the endeavors of your

team.
3. Contribute to the growth of

yourself, your team, and the
organization.

Once the values are identified they need to be incorporated
throughout the organization. Probably the most important step
when it comes to implementing and incorporating values and behav­
iors is to get your managers comfortable and confident with what
those values mean and why they are important—after all, they are
going to be responsible for bringing those values to life and leading by
example with them. How can you do this right? First, provide your
managers with the reasons why your values are important. Remember,
they have seen these or similar values in the past, but up until now
have not really had to worry about or do anything with them. Utilize
the information just provided—talk about the opportunity to grow
the business, the need to have everyone working and thinking in a
similar way to get things done, and the importance of having a guide
for all decision making.

Next, ensure you clearly explain what each value means, how the
behaviors will be observed and measured, and what is expected of each
manager to bring these values to life. Educate your managers on your
values well before you introduce them to the staff. It is important that
managers can understand, articulate, and demonstrate the values before
any staff education occurs. As an experienced trainer, I can tell you that
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the first thing employees do after hearing about some new value,
behavior, or skill being introduced is to watch the managers to see
if they are adhering to and doing what has just been taught. This
observation period staff is probably the most critical part of any training
or communication, because it allows staff members to understand if
what they learned about is going to stick or is just another nice idea. Our
work in the classroom or online is either reinforced or wasted, depend­
ing on what participants see from managers after each lesson. Get your
managers ready for this moment by giving them time to absorb and
practice the desired behaviors and attitudes.

Having implemented values for numerous organizations I can tell
you that half of the managers will embrace your new values, while
unfortunately the other half may not. As such, this next step is
important when it comes to your managers. You need to make repre­
senting and promoting the values an expectation of being a manager in
your organization. So often, when I look at lists of expectations of
managers, I see nothing about their need to set the example for
achieving the values of the company. Make this a part of their
performance expectations so that all of your managers understand it
is a priority and it is not going away.

The next step—and the reason you should read the rest of this
book—is that you must fuse and align your values into everything you
do that is central to the employee experience, from the selection
process, onboarding, and informal and formal feedback to communi­
cation and leadership development. In this way, managers will know
this is not some quick fix or flavor-of-the-month idea or initiative. This
means they’ll have to pay attention, because so many of their activities
and responsibilities as managers now include these new or refreshed
values. In other words, you are not giving your managers much of a
choice. If they want to continue being a part of your company and want
to be successful, they must become champions of your values. In a
recentCulture Hacker podcast, Kevin Ricklefs, the senior vice president
of Talent Management at CHG, gave us this key to the success of
CHG’s culture initiative: “We use the language of our core values
throughout all we do.”12

Invest the time to ensure your managers have every opportunity to
get on board with the values and desired behaviors before introducing
them to your staff. Getting your managers comfortable with the values
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and behaviors is the most important and subtle way to ensure that
people act and interact in the right way.

When it comes time to introduce the values to your staff, consider
an internal marketing campaign. Get your marketing team or person
involved to develop a series of communication messages and tools that
are creative and effective to introduce and reinforce these important
ideals.

As we suggested, it is important to include as many employees as
possible in the process of developing or rejuvenating your values. It
gives them buy-in and ownership. This is also important because we
believe you should review how relevant and meaningful the values are
to the staff every 12 months. Bring a group of staff members together
and have them share their thoughts on the values and their relevancy to
their roles and responsibilities and how the company should make
decisions. Don’t be afraid to challenge your values to meet the changing
needs of your most important constituents—your owners, your custom­
ers, and, of course, your employees. Ask for feedback and ideas about
how values can be improved. The change may be as simple as adding a
value (one of the benefits of starting with only a few) or modifying the
descriptions or associated behaviors of another.

An example of a company engaging its people to update their values
is Build-a-Bear. In 2012 they added “di-bear-sity” as one of their core
values after receiving employees’ input on what updates should be
made.13 The point is, don’t just develop values and think they will be
relevant forever. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, too many
companies allow their values to become outdated. Be prepared to
review and reflect on company values annually.

What does success look like when it comes to values? For me, it is
when values are aligned throughout the organization with employee
selection, onboarding, recognition, and accountability. Seeing the
values being utilized throughout the company within all the various
cultural mechanisms is critical. The values also should be promoted and
talked about in meetings, memos, and be seen on screen savers and
walls. Managers need to understand how to utilize, leverage, and be the
example of your values and must talk easily about how each value can
make a difference. And most important, your employees can talk about
the company values and discuss why each one is important and what is
expected of them.
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Your values are not some philosophical BS or just nice ideas. If you
are going to develop a better business, one that can support the growth
of your company as new employees come on board, then articulating
and demonstrating to everyone in your company how to act, interact,
and make decisions is nonnegotiable. Your company values are the
foundation of your employees’ mindsets and experience with you.
Invest in defining how your company gets work done, and make
your values a part of everything you do.

Culture Hack: You must define your team or company
values to be the foundation of your employees’
experience.

1. Values must have clearly defined behaviors that are observable and

measurable connected with them.

2. Values should be aligned and found in many other cultural mecha­

nisms, such as the selection process, orientation, performance ena­

blement, recognition, having tough discussions, and making tough

decisions.

3. Consider refreshing your values if currently they are not a focus of your

organization. Utilize the Rules for Building or Refreshing Your Cultural

Values (pg. 19).

4. Allow your management team time to understand and take on the new

values before introducing them to the staff. Require your managers to

promote, communicate, and demonstrate your values at every

opportunity.

5. Market and promote your values and their accompanying behaviors

throughout the organization in all messaging, training, and meetings.
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3
Selection

The Right Fit over a Warm Body

Many companies don’t have an engagement issue; they have a hiring issue.
—Bob Kelleher, thought leader1

FOR THE HEALTH OF YOUR organization and sanity of your people it is
critical to select new people into your organization that are a cultural fit
just as much as they are a job fit.

It’s time to talk about selection. One of the most important roles a
leader has is selecting the right people to be a part of the team.
Although his work is controversial, a quote from Italian philosopher
Niccolò Machiavelli is appropriate to mention here: “The first method
for estimating the intelligence of a ruler is to look at the men he has
around him.”2 This is a powerful idea for any manager: how would you
be judged if I looked at the people you hired?

We all know that selecting the right person is important. Plenty of
research suggests that hiring the wrong person will result in lost
productivity, increased turnover, and increasingly disengaged staff.
Most important, merely putting a warm body in front of your customers
will harm your reputation and brand very quickly. It will also frustrate
every single one of your current employees who have to deal with the

25
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wrong person. The dispositions of the people you hire says a lot about
what you think about your other staff members and yourself. Yet many
managers focus on getting someone to fill a role as quickly as possible
without any consideration for the person’s cultural fit.

And that is often the situation in which we find most companies.
When we talk to managers, they are focused on getting people to
complete tasks. When it comes to fit, managers are, first and foremost,
focused on the person’s ability to complete a task. Managers may say
they consider organizational fit, but most simply consider whether they
like the person. Often managers hire more for a fit with themselves than
with their company. So let’s consider how to improve the selection
process to help align individual values with the organization’s values so
that new hires are set up for success from the very beginning.

Begin with Job Fit but Shift Quickly to Cultural Fit

When looking to hire someone,managers have to beginwith a jobmatch
or fit, ensuring candidates have the skills, dispositions, and intelligence to
complete the tasks required. Some positions require more emphasis on
skills than others. Once the basic requirements have beenmet, managers
must emphasize culture fit. “Job fit” means candidates have the skills,
expertise, and experience to do a job, while “culture fit” means they
adhere to a set of values and have a personality and disposition that is
aligned with how things get done within your organization. In today’s
modernworld, culture fit is as important as job fit. And I would argue that
in most service-oriented positions, you can teach the necessary skills and
behaviors, but you can’t teach the character to be great with customers.
Patrick O’Connell is the owner and a chef of The Inn at Little
Washington; he is consistently recognized as one of America’s best
restaurateurs. As O’Connell pointed out, “We found over time that
nice people can be taught almost anything.”3

Late LA Lakers owner Jerry Buss stated, “Everybody can see the
skillful players, but the question is, ‘Are you willing to wait until you
find a skillful player with high character?’ because eventually, the
character is what wins out on the court.”4 This is a great reminder
about how to build a winning team. It is easy to find people with skills
and industry experience, but what managers really want to find is a
person with skills and experience who also has character. It might take a
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little longer to find that person, but it is the character that will
contribute most to the performance of a team in the long term.

How can managers ensure they select someone with the right expe­
rience and skill set as well as the personality andmindset to be successful in
the organization? To select the right person, not just another warm body,
managers must use behavior-based questions and activities, get other
associates involved in the interview process, and perform a thorough
reference check. Let’s consider each of these steps in more detail.

Use Behavioral Interview Questions

Behavioral questions, where you focus in on past experiences is an
effective way to determine job fit as well as cultural fit. As mentioned
earlier, one of the most important reasons to have clearly defined values
is that they make a great guide for managers when they are selecting
people to be a part of the team because they focus in on cultural fit.
Mark Zuckerberg, CEO of Facebook, is a proponent of this method for
his own company. He said, “In terms of attracting people, I think one of
the most important things is just being upfront about what you stand
for. Facebook is not a company for everyone.”5 I want to reiterate this
important point for you: Not everyone who puts in an application
deserves to work for you. It is not because they are bad people, it’s just
that at this particular moment, they do not have the mindset, qualities,
or values to help your organization or the people in it get better.

What are behavioral questions, and how can companies create their
own? Behavioral interviewing is a style of interviewing that was
designed by industrial psychologists in the 1970s. The philosophy
behind this interview style is that one of the best ways to predict
future performance is to review past performance in similar situations.6

During the interview process, interviewers ask a series of questions
about past experiences and behaviors that line up with current com­
pany values. To capture the previous experiences of an applicant,
interviewers might consider questions with phrases such as:

■ Describe a situation in which you . . .
■ Tell me about a time when you . . .
■ Give me a specific example of a time when you . . .
■ What is your typical way of . . .
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■ Compare and contrast the times when you . . .
■ In your most recent role . . .
■ Over the course of your career . . .

To aid in understanding, we have developed some behavioral
questions from the values developed and described in Chapter 2
(see Table 3.1).

Remember that the questions developed for culture fit are also very
supportive of, and useful in, helping you determine the job fit, so be sure
to use behavior-based questions to confirm an applicant has the right job
skills and experience. A large automotive manufacturer we worked with
provided its dealerships with a series of behavioral questions designed to
help find people who were good cultural fits with the brand. Although
that was one of the outcomes, various dealership managers found that
these questions actually allowed them to find people well suited for the
job too. Job fit and cultural fit are not mutually exclusive, and both
support the idea of finding the right person for the job.

Also, during the interview process, consider asking potential
candidates about their ideal job, work environment, or boss. These
simple questions can provide great insight into how candidates might fit
into the current role and the things that will impact their success. It is
surprising how many times interviewees will describe their ideal job or
work and it will be very different from what you are offering. People
have been trained to give “ideal” answers to many typical questions. By
asking them to define their perfect job, they speak to their true selves
and often provide your clearest insight into who they really are.

Don’t forget that during any interview, the interviewer must be
open minded and aware of biases. Biases are a natural part of being
human and may include stereotyping gender, age, religion, or race. In
addition to being aware of your own personal biases, I suggest involving
others, especially staff members, in the interview process.

Use Group Interviews

One of the best interview practices is to involve a few members of staff
in a speed interviewing process not unlike a speed dating experience,
where people sit together for five minutes or less in quick conversations.
We used this type of interview successfully within The Ritz-Carlton
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Table 3.1 Example of Behavioral Questions to Determine Culture Fit

Creative: Nothing Is Impossible

1. Be open to new ideas and opin­
ions.
“Tell me about a time when you
were open to new ideas and the
opinions of others.”

2. Focus on solutions.
“Give me a specific example of
when you focused on solutions.”

3. Ask “Why?” and/or “Why
not?”
“Please describe an important
assignment or policy where you
asked ‘Why?’ or ‘Why not?’”

Accountable: Ask for Forgiveness,
Not Permission

1. Step up and make decisions.
“Tell me about a time when you
had to step up and make a
decision.”

2. Take responsibility for your
actions.
“Give me a specific example from
your most recent job of how you
took responsibility for your
actions.”

3. Be transparent with your beliefs.
“In your career, tell me about a
situation in which you were the
most transparentwith your beliefs?
What was the outcome?”

Collaborative: Contribute and
Support

1. Share information and ideas.
“How do you typically share infor­
mation and ideas with others?
Please describe a specific example.”

2. Follow up and follow through.
“Tell me about a recent project or
assignment when you followed
through with your commitment
to another person or team.”

3. Listen to understand.
“Give an example of when you
listened to someone to under­
stand his objective.”

Passionate: Love What You Do or
Why Bother?

1. Learn something new every day.
“What did you learn yesterday?”

2. Support the endeavors of your
team.
“Tell me about a time when you
supported the efforts of your team
members. How did you contrib­
ute to their success?”

3. Contribute to the growth of
yourself, your team, and the
organization.
“In the last year, how did you
contribute to the growth of
yourself, your team, and/or the
organization?”
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Hotel Company. As a manager, I was introduced to this method as a
way to find candidates who responded well under pressure. As it was
explained to me, if a job candidate is still smiling 30 minutes after being
interviewed and bombarded with multiple questions from multiple
people, then he or she probably can smile when bombarded by all our
guests. I have never forgotten this lesson and still recommend the speed
interviewing process to my clients. Also, by arming staff with a couple of
questions and having them involved in the process, you can help ensure
that any possible first impression biases are minimized during the
interview process. An additional benefit is that once a candidate is
hired, the staff members who were part of the interviewing process have
some interest in making the new hire successful—after all, they helped
in making the decision to bring that person on.

Also remember that potential candidates are interviewing the
brand too. Candidates today are much more conscious of their fit
with an organization, as they recognize this is a key aspect of their
experience and ability to grow. This is another reason why speed
interviewing with multiple staff members is a great idea, because
they are the ones completing the work and can describe the benefits
and challenges of the role accurately. According to Ron Fry, the author
of 101 Smart Questions to Ask on Your Interview, the question of a new
employee’s fit is central to the interviewer’s thought process.7

To ensure an effective group or team interview process, I recom­
mend creating a simple scorecard that every interviewer is responsible
for completing after the interview. Interviewers should provide a score
from 1 to 5 for job fit and culture fit. They should also provide any notes
that they think are important to consider when making the final
decision. Figure 3.1 is the scorecard we use; consider it an example.
Using a scorecard is a best practice utilized by companies that want to
make the selection process a priority and that understand the impor­
tance of getting the right people on board.

Add an Activity-Based Component to the Interview

Another best practice we have seen and support is to place candidates
into a situation, setting, or exercise where they are asked to complete
a task either individually or as part of a team. The purpose of these
exercises is to see firsthand a candidate’s personality traits and
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Figure 3.1 Interview Scorecard

responses when faced with a challenge. One of our favorite examples is
from Lego, a company that places a lot of emphasis on culture fit during
the job interview and loves to implement activity-based interviews. See
the following business case.

Case Study: LEGO

With an iconic brand and over 13,000 employees worldwide, LEGO continues

to be a leader in the toy market. However, it hasn’t always been that way.

LEGO’s lack of focus led to a decline in sales, placing the company near

bankruptcy by 2003.8 Moreover, an increase in digital toys and games

decreased the popularity of LEGO products. The company reestablished their

(continued )
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(continued )

focus on the core business and devised an action plan to regain success. Re­

focusing on their values and mission helped align employees and redirect the

company. While there are many important culture lessons in regards to

LEGO, this case focuses on the emphasis they place on employee selection.

When it comes to hiring, LEGO utilizes a unique yet thorough interview

process to select the candidates that best fit their culture. The selection

process is meant to assess an individual’s creativity, passion, and ability to

have fun, as these are important virtues for any employee to be successful at

LEGO.9 LEGO’s values of imagination, creativity, fun, learning, and caring,

serve as a guide to select employees. LEGO strives to hire employees who

are authentic, and whose personal values fit with the organization.9 Kimberly

Burton, Human Resources (HR) manager for LEGO Australia and New

Zealand, explains, “Focusing on the job description isn’t enough. We include

the values and brand framework of our company as a foundation to our job

interviews.”10 Individuals’ values and characteristics are discovered during

the interview process by asking specific questions and utilizing activities that

relate to the company’s values. For example, candidates are asked to build

something with LEGO bricks that represents themselves. Through this

process, interviewers can also assess the applicants’ fun and imagination

with the products. LEGO’s HR Director, Jennifer Langone, recalls, “Watching

future employees build a part of themselves is very memorable and reflective

of our spirit and values.”9

By spending time on selecting for cultural fit, LEGO is able to align

employees’ efforts and retain talent more effectively. While their selection

process is an important aspect of continuing LEGO’s strong culture, it is also

integral to their business success and expansion plans.

Complete Those Reference Checks

In addition to interviewing carefully, it is important to complete
reference checks. They are an important reinforcement of the percep­
tions and perspectives gained in the interview process. Although
managers may learn only limited information, they will be able
to confirm titles, dates, and tasks. If the reference is comfortable
sharing more information, managers can focus on the candidate’s
strengths and accomplishments. Also, managers should take a moment
to review a candidate’s LinkedIn profile for insights on character.
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See some suggestions for completing a reference check in the following
box.

Reference Check Reminders

■ Try to speak with the direct supervisor/manager of the candidate to
ascertain both their job and culture fit.

■ Ask job fit questions to ascertain title, employment dates, and job
tasks. Ask the reference to describe the responsibilities and tasks
completed.

■ Ask culture fit questions to determine the typical behaviors and
attitudes of the candidate. Utilize a couple of your culture fit
behavioral questions when possible.

■ Ask about a candidate’s strengths and greatest accomplishments
while in the role. If possible, you might be able to ask about their
weaknesses, also.

Finally, remember that the experiences potential candidates have
during their interview process need to be memorable. Even if they
might not be the next employees, they could be new customers for the
brand. Provide a professional, respectful, and memorable interviewing
process by: offering an interviewee a warm welcome and a form of
gratitude for coming into interview; ensuring interviewers are prepared,
are on time, and are ready to answer questions if asked; and offering
interviewees a break and a beverage if they are meeting multiple people
and will be with the team for more than an hour and a half. Always
remember to thank the interviewee again as they depart and clarify
when they can expect to hear from you.

Ensuring a great interview process is another area of the employee
experience that technology can help. A number of software solutions
help both interviewers and interviewees to better understand each
other, share important information about the interview, and allow a
more streamlined approach to managing all the information about an
applicant both before and after an interview. Some examples include
Cornerstone Recruiting, Oracle Taleo Recruiting, IBM Kenexa Brass-
Ring, and Great Hires. As Ray Tenenbaum, the founder of Great Hires,
a candidate experience software company, recently told us on the
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Culture Hacker podcast, platforms like Great Hires “are increasing the
transparency in the hiring process, enhancing the company’s reputation
for those selected and even those that aren’t.”11

Do not forget about the post-interview process. After the interview,
remember to be professional by following up as expected, giving updates
as required, and notifying candidates one way or another as soon as a
decision is made. It is a nice touch if, after the interview, regardless of
whether the person is selected or not, the team sends each interviewee a
thank-you note or message. Remember the interview process is an
opportunity to showcase your brand’s culture and values and enhance
your reputation, so put your best foot forward. The candidates might
not become employees, but they can still be customers or impact how
others think about your company.

Listen, I get it; with all the pressuresmanagers deal with to get the job
done and take care of customers, there is always awish to just get someone
into a role. However, of all the things we seem to be doing quicker in this
modern economy, team selection is the one area where I suggest slowing
down. You may not get every hire right, but by utilizing behavioral
interview questions, involving other employees in the interview process,
implementing an activity or exercise, and performing a thorough refer­
ence check, you give yourself the best possible chance to get the best
person for the job and your organization. I cannot reiterate enough how
important it is to select carefully. As Robert Mellwig, senior vice
president of Really Cool People at Two Roads Hospitality, a hotel
management company, said, “You have to ensure that the cultural
connection trumps all else when hiring and retaining the right employ­
ees.”12 The success of your teams and your culture depends on it.
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Culture Hack: Select new employees who are a
cultural fit as much as a job fit.

1. Begin with a job match or	 fit, ensuring candidates have the skills,

disposition, and intelligence to complete the tasks required. Once

these requirements are met, cultural fit is necessary for an employee’s

long-term success.

2. Create and use behavioral interview questions centered around your

values. Create and use a behavioral scorecard when interviewing

candidates to rate their cultural fit.

3. Involve staff members in the interview process to get multiple insights

into an applicant’s cultural fit and to enhance the buy-in once the new

person comes on board.

4. Use a situation, setting, or exercise where applicants complete a task

or role-play, either individually or as part of a team, to gain insights into

their personalities, dispositions, and skills.

5. Always do your due diligence when hiring employees by conducting

reference checks.
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4
Orientation and Onboarding

Your Sink-or-Swim Strategy Is a
Terrible Waste of Talent

A good first impression can work wonders.
—J. K. Rowling, author1

ONCE YOU HAVE DECIDED TO hire a person to join your organization, the
next step in the process is to orient and onboard them. It is important
that any new staff members connect emotionally with the organization
and are set up for success in their first 30 days. Unfortunately this is
often not the case. As a result, I believe the orientation and onboarding
process is one of the most poorly managed and under-delivered cultural
mechanisms for many organizations.

If you are really serious about setting your staff up for success and
ensuring they have the right attitude and mindset to be successful from
the beginning, you cannot continue to ignore the orientation and
onboarding of your new people. We see organizations invest heavily in
getting the right people hired and then fail to introduce, immerse, and
train them correctly. Consider how staff members start their new jobs

37
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with you and whether or not you set them up for success. Do you do
anything to connect them emotionally to your brand? Do you introduce
them to your values or show them how to be successful with you? Do
you have an organized and systematic approach to getting people
trained in an environment where learning can happen and mistakes
made? Unfortunately, most of the companies we begin working with
answer no to most of these questions. As a result, they answer yes to the
question “Is the high turnover of first year employees the direct result of
them deciding in the first couple of days that this will only be a short-
term stop due to you making a horrible first impression?”

A poor beginning is not just a front-line issue; it happens through­
out all levels of an organization, executives included. The lack of an
inspiring and effective orientation and onboarding process and program
causes many selection decisions to be based more on experience and
skills than on culture fit. This means that rather than orienting and
onboarding new employees correctly and effectively, managers can get
their new hires working right away, throwing them into their new roles
and seeing if they sink or swim, fail or succeed. After all, that is what
they used to do “back in the old days.”

Unfortunately, that sink-or-swim strategy is one of the biggest
reasons companies have employees who have no idea what they are
doing or how they should act with customers. I’d bet that the next time
you have a bad customer experience, there is a 50% chance the
employee is new to their role in the past 30 days. A poor orientation
and onboarding is also why we lose some of our best new talent so
quickly and have such high turnover costs. According to business and
productivity expert Stephanie Vozza, more than 40% of turnover
happens within the first month, and another 10% or more of new
hires leave before their first year. There are real costs associated with
this quick turnover, with Vozza putting that cost at three times an
annual salary when you consider the costs of recruiting, hiring, and
training someone else.2

Let’s talk about what your orientation and onboarding program
and process should look like. First, be sure to differentiate the two. I
define orientation as someone’s first one or two days on the job and
onboarding as the process of getting staff members trained and
socialized into a new role and the overall culture, a process generally
occurring over 30–60 days. Please note that some specialist roles
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may require a longer initial training process, but within those first 60
days, both new employees and the organization should know whether
a long-term relationship is possible.

We believe that the first day of an associate’s new job should be a
great experience and the next 60 days should be about teaching him or
her to deliver great experiences to your customers.

A Memorable Orientation Experience

The orientation should be memorable, motivating, and effective in
introducing new employees to the brand, culture, and business. Horst
Schulze, the former CEO of The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company, instilled
into the company’s managers that a person’s first day on a job is one of
those times when they will be most open to change and to do what
managers tell them to do. The first day on the job is when new hires
consciously or subconsciously learn the priorities of the company.What
experience do your new staff members receive on their first day, and
what priorities are you communicating?

When you place your new staff members on the front line immedi­
ately, you are communicating to them that the only thing that matters
is getting a job done, regardless of quality or customer satisfaction. The
focus is on the transaction, completed in an average way at best, rather
than any sort of customer experience.

For companies that do have some sort of first-day orientation
experience, often that first day is uninspiring (new hires spend it
reading all those rules and signing paperwork), disorganized (no one
realized they were starting that day), or a waste of time (they sit on the
sidelines while team members are too busy to care that they arrived). As
a result, many people’s first impressions of a new company are poor, to
say the least. But no one ever blames the lack of an orientation for team
members quitting quickly—they blame the modern workers’ lack of
work ethic and loyalty. In reality, new hires who leave quickly are the
smart ones who get out before wasting too much of their time.

How can this bland first impression be improved? Companies can
start by taking care of the paperwork online prior to someone’s first day;
this includes sending out employment information, tax forms, benefits
packages, and other miscellaneous paperwork. Don’t let the first day be
focused on completing required paperwork that, with a little more
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preparation, could have been finalized beforehand. Remember that if all
new people do on their first day is paperwork, they will quickly
understand that paperwork is most important to the company.

Managing new-hire paperwork and ongoing employee files is
another area where technology is making a difference. A number of
human resources software programs are available that can start to
manage and organize employees’ paperwork before they begin work,
eliminating the necessity of using an employee’s first day to complete
paperwork and collect information. Some examples include Bam­
booHR, ClearCompany, and Zenefits. As Ramon Garcia, an account
manager for Zenefits, recently told us, “Today, employers are realizing
that an energetic and effective start to a new job is a key factor in
attracting and retaining top talent, boosting productivity, and driving
business growth.”3 The bottom line is, we need to be spending less
time on compliance and paperwork and more time on setting up staff
members with a great first impression of the organization.

Speaking of first impressions, I also suggest spending less time
focusing on the rules in day 1. By inundating new hires with rules,
the message is clear—following the rules is the most important thing to
us, no matter what. One exception to the rule about rules is if the brand
is Nordstrom or a company with a similar perspective on rules.
Nordstrom has just one rule, and that is: “Use your best judgment
in all situations. There will be no additional rules.”4 This rule puts
customers first, but for many service-oriented companies, an early focus
on rules often means that although employees will be good with rules,
they will not be so good with customers or connecting to your brand.

So, what should day 1 look like? I have been involved with many
organizations in developing the best possible first-day experience for
employees. As a result of my experience, I suggest that you focus on four
things during your new employees’ first day.

1. Introduce Your Brand

On day 1, introduce the company’s products, services, and, most
important, its customers. I often refer to the company’s mission as
the first and most important message new hires get on their first day.
Your mission statement should clearly state what your company does
and for whom. I want to make this clear—if you can’t articulate this
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simply and easily, then you have a problem. Knowing what your
company does and who its customers are is the most fundamental
and important piece of information a person receives on their first day.
In addition, the same information should be constantly reinforced with
your current team. Never let your people forget what they do and for
whom they are doing it.

When I ask companies what they do and for whom they are
working, I am either given a mission statement that is too marketing
driven and therefore not easily understood, or there is no answer at
all. A mission statement may be the simplest and most basic
statement about your organization, but for your new employees, it
may also be the most important. It also may bring clarity to your
whole organization. We worked with a large real estate company that
did not have a mission statement. Working with the owners, we
developed a statement as part of the new-hire orientation program.
However, as it was communicated throughout the organization,
executives and managers expressed their appreciation for finally
putting the stake in the ground about what the focus of the company
really was.

The next step is to focus in on what makes the company or the
products and services it offers unique. I refer to these as the company
pillars—those things that make you stand out in your customers’ eyes. I
often bundle these two elements, the mission and pillars, into the
company’s customer promise. You are promising to provide something
to someone in a specific way to make them satisfied, delighted, or raving
fans.

If we are going to begin with the brand and focus on the
customer, ensure that sales and marketing people are involved in
this presentation. Let new staff members see or experience a sales
presentation about the products and services they will be responsible
for. Help them understand the importance of their role in fulfilling
the company and customer promise. However, as I have noted, a
word of caution: Sometimes the marketing version of a mission,
position statement, pillars, or vision can be creatively driven and
offer little clarity to staff about what the company does and what sets
it apart. In these situations, I often help the marketing team create a
simplified and more straightforward version that new hires can easily
digest.
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2. Define and Showcase Your Customer Experience
and Expectations

It is important to introduce new hires to the desired customer expe­
rience. In an ideal world, new team members would be able to observe
customer interactions, hear customer feedback, and see other staff
members in action. You want your new hires to understand what
the preferred outcome is—a happy customer—and how they impact
that outcome. Take them on a tour and let them observe. As we highly
recommend not spending the whole first day in a classroom, this is a
great excuse to go for a walk and to emphasize the importance of the
customer. Another best practice we have seen utilized by some organi­
zations is to show a video that involves real life customers talking about
what is important and how staff can make a difference in keeping them
happy. Let your new people know what your customers expect and what
the company has promised to deliver.

3. Give a History Lesson

Culture is reinforced through storytelling and an understanding of the
company’s history. Take some time to talk about what makes people
working in your company most proud. It is also important to recount the
company’s history and a few key moments that have defined your
success. This is a great opportunity to have other staff members come in
and provide their own stories or an overview of the company’s history,
especially if they have been aroundawhile. If possible, involve theowners
or a senior executive as well. Ari Weinzweig, CEO of Zingerman’s
Delicatessen said: “By taking the time to teach the orientation, the
clear message that comes across is that we value [new employees] and
their work so highly that the head of the company is willing to sit with
them to go over things.”5 Involving owners or executive officers
in orientations is a powerful first impression for new staff.

4. Introduce Values

And finally, it is important to introduce company values to new staff on
their first day. Doing this ensures they understand that how things are
done is just as important as what is done. This introduction should not
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consist of just handing out a sheet of paper or card with the values
printed on it. Instead, bring the values to life in a fun, imaginative, and
meaningful way. Over the years, we have utilized videos, fables, games,
discussions, and role-plays to introduce values. We always recap each
exercise with a discussion and some reflection on what each value
means to team members. As an organization, we probably have had our
most fun in coming up with different and diverse activities to bring a
company’s values to life. Using our example values from Chapter 2,
Table 4.1 shows some examples of what we might do to introduce them.

We recommend that you bring in a variety of current staff ormanagers
to help facilitate the games or discussions about what each value means.
Doing this not onlyhighlights to the listeners the importance of the values
but ithelps those delivering themessages to understand their values better.
Education and discussion of values should take up themajority of the time
on the first day and be the most memorable lesson.

Commit to making day 1 something new employees talk about,
tweet about, or even rave about. Robert Mellwig, senior vice president
of Really Cool People for Two Roads Hospitality, a hotel manage­
ment company, said, “We work hard at the first day experience. We
strive to create a welcoming environment and a full cultural immer­
sion.”9 Focus on making new team members the company’s biggest
fans; after all, isn’t that what you hope team members will do for
customers in the future?

If the first day, orientation, is about delivering a great experience to
your new staff, then the next 60 days are about teaching them to deliver
a great experience to either their internal or external customers.

An Effective Onboarding Process

Once the first day(s) is (are) out of the way, new employees move
into their departments to begin their official onboarding process.
Unfortunately, however, things tend go wrong here as well. Even
when there is a great orientation day in place, managed and organized
by the HR team, once new employees are handed over to their depart­
ments, it often seems as if theywalked into the unknownandunprepared.
Consider onboarding a certification process, in that after this period
of time, you are certain that new employees can complete the job or
tasks required in such a way as to be aligned with the company values.



44 CULTURE HACKER

Table 4.1 Sample Activities to Bring Your Values to Life

Creative: Nothing Is Impossible
Video: Apollo 136

Show clips from the film Apollo 13
that highlight the task of bringing
the astronauts back to Earth, how
the scientists went about the
seemingly impossible task, and the
creativity employed to achieve the
impossible. The final scenes when
Apollo 13 makes it back to Earth are
also motivating.

The main message is that in this
real-life situation, under the most
difficult of circumstances, when
people come together and think
creatively, nothing is impossible.

Accountable: Ask for Forgiveness,
Not Permission

Activity: “Wilderness Survival”8

This game teaches participants how
to make good decisions as a team by
stressing the importance of time,
leadership, expertise, objectives, and
outcomes.

The main message is that when
making decisions, people should
utilize all the resources, talents, time,
and common sense they have to
come up with the best possible
decision. The decision may not be
perfect, but as long as people use a
common methodology, they will
make the best possible decision in
that moment.

Collaborative: Contribute and
Support

Game: “Win as Much as You Can”7

This game challenges participants
on their competitiveness,
collaboration, communication, and,
most important, who they think
their team is.

This activity stresses that
regardless of an employee’s
department, all employees are part
of a larger company team and must
look to win as a company, not as a
department to the detriment of
another department.

Passionate: Love What You Do or
Why Bother?

Activity: “Share Your Passions”
Have participants sit with someone
they do not know well and share
their passions for one minute each.

It is amazing how quickly people
become connected or feel they
know each other when they know
what or who they love. Also, most
of the time, participants find
passions in common.

People start to become real when
you know what their passions are. It
is important to do this with your
peers and customers to build the
type of relationships that will truly
make a difference.
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Ron Thomas, an HR strategy consultant, says:

When we’re talking about onboarding and an employee’s first
ninety days on the job, what we’re really talking about is
employee retention. . . . Without a proper plan for bringing
new employees on board, managers run the risk of mis­
communication of goals and expectations, sub-par performance,
lower morale, bad decisions and potentially financial loss in the
form of employee turnover.10

Now, most of the time when you hear about onboarding, it is
referring to the first 90 days; however, as I mentioned earlier, I focus on
60 days, because that is about the time when new associates determine
whether they are going to stay with the company long term. Consider
that, according to HR Morning editor Christian Schappel, 31% of
people quit in the first six months, and more than half of those quit in
the first 60 days.11 Also remember that this is the time companies
should be deciding if they want an employee to stay as well. Not every
hire you make is the right one, so, while new staffers are still making up
their minds about your company, you should ensure the onboarding
process allows you to do the same of them.

Let’s consider what a good onboarding program looks like. Once an
employee is handed over to his or her respective department or team,
the first thing to consider is how prepared and welcoming the depart­
ment or team is of the new hire. How the rest of the team welcomes the
new person into the department tells them how important they are and
will play a big part in their mindset over the first few days. How many
times does a new person turn up in a department and the team was
unaware anyone was even hired? How often is there no desk ready to be
used, computer ready to go, or welcoming note to be seen? Make new
associates feel welcome—have their work area or space organized with
the tools ready to do the job, and add a note or gift and proper
introductions.

The next thing to consider is who is responsible for orienting the
new associate to the department and answering questions. One best
practice for the first day or week in the department is to assign a mentor
to the new hire. An appropriate mentor would be a person with a



46 CULTURE HACKER

similar job function or someone with similar skills and competencies
who can act as a resource for the new employee. Mentoring also fosters
new relationships and strengthens ties within your organization. The
University of Virginia found that connecting new employees with
mentors encourages job commitment. Including a mentorship program
in the onboarding of new employees is important for connecting them
to the team, processes, and culture.12

The next thing to consider within your onboarding program is how
new associates are introduced and connected with the products or
services they now represent, deliver, or sell. It is important to ensure
that new staff members have a chance to try out the products and
services themselves. Doing this allows new team members to know that
their confidence and comfort with products and services is important,
and it sets the expectation that regardless of their position, they are
ambassadors, users, and salespeople. When I worked in hotels, man­
agement would often ensure new employees had the chance to stay a
night to experience what guests experience. At some automotive
dealerships where we have worked, team members are given a chance
to take cars home during their first week for a thorough test drive. Retail
stores often provide their staff with clothes from the latest line to
understand the style and quality intimately. How is your brand con­
necting new staff members to what they ultimately are servicing or
selling?

The majority of the first 60 days is spent training new staffers to get
them familiar with the tasks and responsibilities of their new roles,
especially with customers. We cover training in more detail in
Chapter 5, but for new hires, there are five important questions to
answer.

1. Who Is Going to Train?

As a manager, get comfortable training new people and contributing to
their growth and development. However, due to other responsibilities,
managers cannot be expected to have regular training roles. I find that
training programs, especially for new hires, are most effective when
someone other than the manager trains team members as it allows for
uninterrupted and focused training. Identify a person who exemplifies
the skills and behaviors to be developed—someone who displays a
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positive disposition about the service experience and about helping
others. At The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company, each department had a
trainer, an employee who exemplified what to do and how to do it.
This trainer was paired up with new hires on the second day and
stayed with them until they completed their onboarding process. This
method allowed managers to be coaches—which we talk about in
Chapter 6—with someone else, generally a potential manager, taking
on the training role. This was a win-win-win for the new hire, trainer,
and manager and a best practice we highly encourage in other
companies.

2. Where Will Training Be Provided?

Training must be conducted in an environment that minimizes dis­
tractions and interruptions. Particularly when new information is being
taught, it is important to begin training away from the real-world work
environment. The fault of many new-hire training programs is that they
place trainees on the front lines immediately to learn as they go. This is
not effective or practical until after trainees have developed some form
of understanding and comprehension of the job and tasks as well as
confidence in their surroundings. Ensure the training area is conducive
to learning, with the temperature appropriate and seating available. Be
organized. Have any necessary training tools ready for trainees’ use.

This is a good opportunity to talk about training rooms, or, as I often
refer to them, those places where learning goes to die. The training
rooms, those often forgotten back rooms used for day-1 orientations are
generally non-branded, uninspiring, and not conducive to learning. If
we are going to introduce the brand and culture and get our new people
excited about where they are working and the brand they are working
for then maybe it would be a good idea to add a little style, creativity,
and branding to your training rooms. They should reflect your brand so
build in a sensory experience that is reflective of your customers. What
your new people see, smell, hear, touch, and taste on their first day sets
the foundation of their expectations so make the room in which
orientation occurs something special. Add posters, color, and motiva­
tional thoughts to the walls. Ensure the desks and chairs are comfort­
able. Additional ideas could be to play music, apply aromatherapy, and
offer an upgraded dining experience on day 1 to help make it
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memorable. Consider an investment in your training environment to
make it more than an afterthought and something not important.

3. When Will Training Happen?

With new hires, there must be a clearly defined training period in which
all the necessary information and skills are to be covered. Each day
should include new processes, a review of previous material, and an
introduction to people in the department and to those in other
departments with whom they will work closely. Provide new staff
with a schedule for training that clearly indicates start and finish times
and what will be learned each day.

4. What Is Going to Be Taught?

As we have suggested, start with how to interact with customers.
Obviously, managers need to begin a thorough training of all the
processes and rules of the job as well. Standardize all the tasks and
processes the team is responsible for and ensure they are updated
regularly. Dale Turner, a hospitality advisor, wrote: “If you don’t define
(and train) precisely what is supposed to happen when a customer
encounters an organization at any given point, then the experience will
at best be mediocre.”13 Remember also that each discussion of customer
interactions, processes, and rules of the job provides another opportu­
nity to clearly demonstrate how the values and associated behaviors
should be implemented on a daily basis.

When building a training program for your new hires, don’t forget
to provide some cross-training with other departments they will be
working closely with. New hires may have to spend as little as an hour
for an overview of what a particular department or role does, but it will
supply firsthand understanding of how everyone needs to work together.

Having a clearly defined learning map for each position is probably
one of the most important onboarding resources a manager and the
organization can have. Knowing exactly what needs to be trained and
how long it takes is critical to ensuring your new hires are set up for
success. Once we were asked to work with a small hotel company to
look at why there were so many inconsistencies in service standards and
customer experiences across the brand, as indicated by surveys and
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mystery shop reports. When we reviewed all the cultural mechanisms,
we found that the issues with service were mainly a result of the
inconsistencies within the onboarding process. New staff members were
being taught about the brand’s service standards differently and at
different stages of the onboarding process. By developing a single
learning map by position of what was to be trained at all properties,
the brand feedback from customers became more consistent and the
experience was more positive.

Be sure that you have a detailed outline of the schedule of who,
where, when, and what for onboarding new employees. For a great
example of an effective schedule, see our Culture Hacker Onboarding
Plan in Figure 4.1.

Figure 4.1 Onboarding Plan
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Consider at the end of each new employees’ onboarding program
some sort of testing. Ensure that what you expected to be taught has in
fact been taught. I have seenmore andmore organizations add in testing
components to the onboarding process to ensure that the new staff
members are meeting expectations regarding an ability to learn. I found
that by letting new staff know they are going to be tested throughout
the first 60 days that they are more likely to pay attention and
apply themselves in the beginning. Any test does not need to be
difficult but should be challenging enough to have credibility.
The certification process for each employee must be audited to ensure
that each department and manager is setting up their new people for
success.

5. How Will We Get Feedback?

The final element of the onboarding program is to ensure you get
feedback from new hires that what you promised in their onboarding
experience did in fact happen. Begin with informal opportunities to get
a pulse on how new associates are doing and feeling. By the 60-day
mark, managers should have a pretty good feel for what the new
employees’ experiences have been like and the direction they’re head­
ing with the company. However, it is a good idea to formalize the
feedback from a new hire with a 60-day employee review to set strategic
goals for the new employee’s next 6 to 12 months.

The 60-day employee review should include a portion for new
employees to complete regarding their new employee experience.
Doing so creates an opportunity for new team members to reflect on
how their values align with those of the organization and their fit with
the organization. The 60-day mark is the right time for both the new
employee and the manager to assess the long-term relationship and
opportunities between the employee and the company.

One best practice I have been a big supporter of is the graduation
ceremony. At the end of onboarding, once a new employee has been
certified in their position, make a big deal about it. This not only makes
your new employee feel good but it also signifies to them that more is
and can be expected of them. One organization provides new staff with
their official uniform upon graduating, which shows they are now ready
to make a difference. By offering a uniform upgrade, change to their
name tag, a certificate, or even just some recognition from the team,
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signifying the end of onboarding with some fun and ceremony is worth
the time and effort.

Remember that even if new staff members are happy in their first
60 days that they are still prone to leave during their first year, so don’t
stop checking in with your new people on their employee experience.
Make the onboarding process ongoing during the whole first year. As
Ben Peterson, CEO of Bamboo HR, said, “Orientation is not a single
event. It’s an ongoing talent strategy.”14 Not only does a great orienta­
tion and onboarding program set your new people up for success, but it
also significantly enhances your employer brand and reputation. One
company whose reputation has been enhanced by the way it onboards
staff and introduces its values is Netflix, the focus of the following
case study.

Case Study: Netflix

With over 75 million subscribers streaming content in more than 190

countries, Netflix has become a popular culture phenomenon.15 When the

company launched in April 1998, it only had 30 employees; as of 2015, Netflix

employs over 3,500 employees and is worth over $2 billion. Part of this

multinational entertainment company’s success is tied to how it immerses

new employees in their values and culture and sets up new people for

success. However, a big part of Netflix’s success with new staff is how this

process begins even before a person’s first day.

Netflix is well-known for their culture deck introducing their company

values and behaviors. They wanted to ensure that those thinking about or

having joined the company understand how important their values are.

Freedom and responsibility are key tenets of the culture, which, Netflix readily

admits, is not for everyone.16 By focusing on their key tenets, potential or new

hires self-select themselves.

Netflix conducts prework to ensure each employee is set up for success

on his or her first day. Employees are contacted prior to starting to provide

their computer preference and any particular software needs.17 Employees

arrive on their first day to find everything set up and ready to go. This gesture

not only makes the employees feel welcome, but it also sets the tone that

support is provided so that employees can focus on performing and delivering

results. Managers are held responsible for having a great team, thus they take

an active approach to onboarding their new employees effectively.

Employees are introduced to key people from their own and other

departments. New employees are assigned amentor. Within the first month of

(continued )
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(continued )

working for Netflix, new hires meet with senior executives in small informal

group settings to get to know each other and re-emphasize the company’s

aspirations.17

Netflix’s high performance culture is not for everyone, but the company

ensures that when they select great people, they invest the time and

resources to make new hires successful, something a lot of other companies

could learn to do better.

Now is the time to do a quick review of your onboarding program—

do you deliver? Don’t assume every department has an organized and
thorough process for getting new talent up to speed. Consider what is
happening throughout your organization.

The goal is to have a great first day for your new employees, one they
remember and talk about and that establishes the priorities for your
company or team. Then you must build on the orientation by having a
thorough and organized onboarding schedule that gives all new staff
members a chance to contribute the right way. I believe that the
orientation and onboarding process is about making a great first
impression for your new employees. They have made the decision to
come and work and are ready to be impressed and molded. Now it’s up
to you to deliver.

Let’s commit as leaders to stop utilizing the outdated sink-or-swim
strategy that wastes our resources and the great talent we worked so hard
to hire. Take the time to invest in your orientation and onboarding
programs and set your people up for success. Exceed your new employ­
ees’ expectations so that they can, in turn, do the same for your
customers and for you.



Orientation and Onboarding 53

Culture Hack: Introduce and immerse your new
employees so they are emotionally connected to the
company and are set up for success.

1. Make your orientation or day 1 an experience for new employees that

introduces them to the products, services, customer brand, and culture.

2. Develop an onboarding plan that includes training, mentorship, and

both informal and formal performance reviews in the first 60 days.

3. Clarify for each position exactly what a new employee needs to master

in order to complete the job and demonstrate the company values.

Develop tests throughout the onboarding process to ensure learning is

occurring.

4. Include in your onboarding plan the details on who is training, where

training will occur, when training will occur, and what is being trained.

5. Capture your new employees’ feedback at 30 and 60 days to ensure

that you are meeting their expectations and delivering on your

employee promise.
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Performance Management

How We Fail to Maximize Our
Employees’ Abilities and Talents

To command is to serve, nothing more and nothing less.
—Andre Malraux, French novelist1

FOR THE SUCCESS OF YOUR business you must enable and empower your
people to maximize their abilities and strengths, and to maximize their
performance.

When it comes to an employee’s performance in a professional
context we often hear the term “performance management” being
used. I believe just by using the word “management” within this term
it causes many employees to underperform and many managers to
underdeliver in their responsibility to get the best out of their people.
The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines “management” as “the act or
skill of controlling and making decisions about a business, depart­
ment, sports team, etc.”2 I suggest the “etc.” includes people. So, if we
are going to control and make decisions around performance, I think
we are causing our staff and the business to underperform. Under-
performance and wasting talents are real issues—if you are not
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convinced, ask your customers, both internal and external. So many
companies and managers try to control their people and make
decisions for them; it is no wonder their staffers turn off and adopt
a passive or indifferent attitude.

We have to rethink performance in the workplace. Instead of trying
to control our people and make decisions for them—which, let’s face it,
creates a very narrow andmundane mindset—we need to do exactly the
opposite, we need to unleash it. We propose to replace the word
“management” with two words that are more in line with what we
should be trying to achieve: performance enablement and performance
empowerment. HR expert Michelle Crosby said it best on our Culture
Hacker podcast: “Give people the space, the tools, the latitude they
need to get their job done. Give people the power to act in a way that
they know their job needs to be done.”3 As managers, we must enable
our people to do their jobs and unleash their talents by providing them
with what they need to be successful. We then need to empower them
by getting out of the way and allowing them to be in control and
responsible for delivering the desired results in the right way.

In this chapter, I consider how to define performance and then
how to enable and to empower your people to maximize their and
the company’s performance. Let’s begin by defining performance.
Managers talk extensively about performance, yet when I ask them to
describe what performance really is or what they want their employ­
ees to achieve, confusion quickly sets in and a diverse set of answers
are provided. How can we get your people perform when you can’t
even accurately describe what we want them to do and how they
should do it? This is the first problem—you must define what
performance is before you can begin to elevate performance across
your company or team. So, let’s clarify what performance should look
like.

Defining Performance

Company objectives should be directly aligned with the performance
managers wish to see from the staff. Depending on each employee’s
role, these objectives should be contributing directly to the financial
bottom line, market share, customer satisfaction, employee satisfac­
tion, or the company’s position in the community. We talk more
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about this in Chapter 7 when discussing company strategy, scores, and
plans. For now, just know that the objectives or the goals of each
employee must be aligned with the overall objectives and goals of the
organization.

Once the goals have been set by a company, managers must
establish relevant goals for each employee based on his or her ability
to impact each of the main objectives. Depending on their job roles,
employees may have different perspectives on what good performance
is for them. If team members have no influence on the company’s
financial position—that is, if they are unable to generate new or
repeat sales or minimize expenses—then don’t judge their perform­
ance on the company’s financial position. However, say the employ­
ees have an opportunity to impact both sales via upselling and
customer satisfaction through their interaction. Managers might
determine that performance for them is 35% based on achieving
an upsell or cross-sell goal and 65% on customer feedback and
satisfaction. For many roles, these scores may be a part of a group
or departmental overall score rather than something that can be
individually tracked, although it is becoming more common for
companies to evaluate individual performance metrics as well.

Once the desired results from each position or team are established,
you have half of the performance equation (in other words, how much
they have to deliver). Next, consider how team members deliver it. We
have all met people who absolutely nail their metric goals while
simultaneously destroying the morale and success of everyone else
around them. Now we need to think about the other important
performance element—company values.

If you recall from Chapter 2, values define how team members act
and interact with their organization, customers, and peers. Defining
how all employees in the company should act and interact is non­
negotiable in today’s world. Unfortunately in the past couple of years,
we heard about and saw situations like the Wells Fargo fake account
scandal,4 whereby these companies placed too much emphasis on the
“howmuch” over the “how to.” In today’s transparent business environ­
ment, we have to ensure that we prioritize how we act and interact as
defined by our values just as much as we prioritize our need to get things
done and achieve results. We need balance, which should be reflected
in how performance is defined.
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By utilizing company values, managers can define how team
members should achieve their goals and thus defining the other half
of the performance equation. The job of a manager is to help team
members achieve the desired level of performance. As team members
reach their goals in the right way, managers should continue to stretch
and challenge them to achieve higher levels of performance by setting
higher goals without sacrificing company values and integrity.

Performance Enablement

According to theMerriam-Webster dictionary, “enable” is about making
someone (or something) able to do or to be something.5 I love the idea
of organizations enabling their staff to achieve their desired perform­
ance goals. To enable your people, you need to provide them with
the training, tools, information, and feedback necessary to perform. The
role of managers is to serve their people, not the other way around.
Serving their people means enabling them to be successful. Nothing
helps to get the desired results faster than managers who are
clear about what they want to achieve, passionate about the results,
and committed to doing whatever it takes to allow their team to
perform their respective roles at the highest levels. According to Herb
Kelleher, the former chairman of Southwest Airlines, “Leadership is
being a faithful, devoted, and hardworking servant of the people you
lead.”6

Let’s consider the ways we can serve our people best in more detail.

Training

The first aspect of enabling your team is to ensure they have the right
training. For the past 16 years, I have been creating classroom and
online training modules that develop skills, growth, and a passion for
learning. Over that time, I have learned a lot about what makes a great
learning experience.

In Chapter 4, we discussed the importance of onboarding people
and providing initial training for them to do the job. What managers
cannot do is think that once the onboarding or certification is
complete, their training responsibilities are over. Staff members require
constant training and exposure to learning to remain relevant, open
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minded, and up-to-date with their customers, new technology, and the
state of the business. Research, experience, financial results, and
customer satisfaction scores speak to the value of continuously training
team members.

When it comes to training, an important area of focus should be on
the values and behaviors that you have identified as the foundation of
your business. In Chapter 2, we defined four values. One was “creative.”
For this value to have meaning within your organization, you should
invest in training that allows your people to be creative, open to new
ideas, and solution focused (knowing how to ask good questions). In
other words, training must support the behaviors associated with the
foundational values. This type of training and learning can come from
articles, books, speakers, or others within your company. Another value
was “passionate,” which can include training around how to have a
positive mindset, manage stress, or kick-start a career.

Regardless of your organizational values, a focus on providing
training that enhances people’s lives in general helps to create the
right company culture. We worked with an organization in the
Caribbean, and one focus of training was to teach employees financial
responsibility and familiarity to support the company’s goal of enhanc­
ing the lives of those in their local community. This investment in time
and resources did little to enhance employees’ skills on the job but was
incredible in terms of ensuring that staff members felt connected and
engaged with the business and what it was trying to do, which was
deliver great customer service.

Another example of a company where an investment in training
can impact not only what happens at work but also how people run
their lives is Starbucks. Starbucks has invested heavily in life skills
and coping mechanisms for its staff. In his book The Power of Habit,
Charles Duhigg describes the process of training Starbucks staff on
the habit of self-discipline, which not only supported the organiza­
tion’s growth strategy but improved customer satisfaction and, most
important, cultivated a highly empowered and engaged workforce.
The training employees received not only impacted them profession­
ally but personally as well. Duhigg concluded: “Starbucks—like a
handful of other companies—has succeeded in teaching the kind of
life skills that schools, families, and communities have failed to
provide.”7
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Regardless of the disgruntled few staffers committed to remaining in
the status quo, most team members, especially young ones, crave
training and, in many instances, quit because of a lack of development.
eLearningindustry.com reported that 25% of employees leave their jobs
because there aren’t enough training or development opportunities.8

To get people to perform, give them what they want—an opportunity
to learn and grow.

Now, it is important to avoid thinking of training as some sort of
magic bean that will instantly transform your people into something
special or even make them capable. Learning requires time—30 days
to break habits, 30 days to adopt new habits, and continuous
reinforcement through feedback. I adhere to a 60/20/20 model for
learning that defines the requirements for learning as 60% done on the
job, 20% from feedback and coaching, and 20% from formal training.

The 60%, or on-the-job learning, is by far the most impactful
learning opportunity because it is based on experience. American
educator Edgar Dale developed the Cone of Experience concept,
which explains that two weeks after a learning event, learners will
most likely remember 10% of what they read (passive learning), 20% of
what they heard (passive learning), 30% of what they saw (passive
learning), 50% of what they saw and heard (passive learning), 70% of
what they said (active learning), and 90% of what they did (experi­
ential learning).9

There is no better way for your people to learn than by getting on
the front line and actually doing—but this is where your investments in
a good onboarding program, in mentoring or dedicated trainers, and in
opportunities to gain experience in a safe environment away from
customers are so important. One restaurant we worked with set up
training tables where the owners or managers ate. New staff members
were given these tables to practice on in a relatively safe environment
(although they still were pressured to deliver exceptional service).
Another client of ours manages call centers, and the company set up a
phone system for new trainees that is connected to internal phones
only. Managers were given various scenarios and a schedule to call in.
Calls were recorded and then reviewed by the employee and the trainer,
who provided great insights into how the employee was doing. Again,
these realistic interactions did not impact real customers, so new
employees could practice in a safe environment.

http://eLearningindustry.com
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We review coaching (20%) in Chapter 6, so I will resist talking
about this for now. Let’s consider what formal training (20%) should
look like to emphasize learning. In our experience, it is important to
provide a hands-on learning experience during classroom or online
training. This means the training provides participants with the
opportunity to consider concepts and business cases; engage in role-
plays, group discussions, and games; and reflect on and define how they
would put the lessons into practice. In alignment with Malcolm
Knowles’s adult learning theory, I believe that all participants in
training are self-directed learners who are oriented for personal and
professional goals, value mutual respect, and bring life skills and
experience to the shared learning experience.10

Another consideration for formal training sessions is to limit
time in a classroom. Training should no longer be eight hours a day
sitting in one room listening to a single voice lecture or read from a
single perspective. Learning must be delivered in short, inspira­
tional, effective, and fun sessions that last no more than 90 to 120
minutes per interval. Training needs to involve multiple mediums or
voices integrated into video, games, discussions, and role-plays that
develop understanding of and familiarity with the desired ideas or
habits. A large retail client provides a mixture of online formal
training and on-the-floor live training during its various modules.
This method ensures there is a balance of formal training, on-the­
job experience, and coaching whenever something new is intro­
duced to their stores.

Traditionally, a lot of formal training has occurred in the classroom.
Today, however, it is necessary to ensure you are also making online
training or e-learning readily available. A lot of managers, when they
initially hear the word “e-learning,” are not impressed, due to some of
their early experiences with online modules that were bland, not on
brand, and lacked any interactivity. Things have certainly changed, with
on-line learning now able to play an integral part in an employee’s
learning and development due to advances in design and software ability.

The Sales Readiness Group found that most learners will forget
80% of the training material within 90 to 120 days after delivery of the
training unless there is a strong reinforcement program in place.11

E-learning is excellent for reinforcing training that occurs in the
classroom or actual operation. It is a quick way of reviewing key
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learning ideas, skills, or desired habits. As an important note for all
companies interested in developing their service cultures, the research
group Bersin & Associates found in 2012 that e-learning results in 34%
better response to customer needs and 26% greater ability to deliver
“quality products” and services.12

The real advantage of online training is that it can be completed on
tablets and phones, where staff members can access it most easily. We
have developed modules for tablets that have shown housekeepers how
to clean rooms and bartenders how to set up a bar. These tablet-based
learning experiences mean that training is happening with the act of
delivery. Continuing with this idea, some of the best training is
available on smartphones, where employees can interact with the
software and get feedback on how they are doing. We have been
developing content for such a software platform for some time. Star
Coach by Forbes Travel is an app that analyzes voice recordings for
various scenarios. According to Peter Kressaty, senior vice president for
Forbes Travel, “It helps users be aware of their emotional state and
adjust their mindset to be most effective and genuine in guest inter­
actions.”13 This type of simulator-based training is the way forward for
training in the future.

For formal training, a combination of classroom, software, and
online learning opportunities works best. If you are serious about
enabling your staff, you must be committed to investing in the skills
and development of your people. Nespresso, the leading European
single-serve coffee brand, is a great example of how providing training
and development helps enable and empower employees.

Case Study: Nespresso

Although part of the larger parent company Nestlé, Nespresso, a European

single-serve gourmet coffee brand, established its own culture, one of

diversity, innovation, and growth.14 The company realized that the devel­

opment of their people also develops the brand. Through enabling and

empowering their staff, the Nespresso employees are committed to not only

building their careers, but also to building the brand. Nespresso is now

present in 64 countries and has more than 12,000 employees worldwide, up

from only 331 in 2000.
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Enablement at Nespresso is a result of the training provided to all

employees. To start, employees are trained on all necessary “core factors”

needed to be successful in their role. These core functions include product

and company knowledge, job knowledge, and leadership skills.

Nespresso’s extensive product-knowledge training program extends

to all of its more than 7,000 employees. Each employee is trained on the

“science of coffee,” learning how Nespresso is produced every step of

the way. The training involves a tasting of the 16 core flavors sold by the

company. The purpose of the course is to “offer employees a chance to

understand and appreciate Nespresso’s expertise in the selection, roasting,

and blending processes,” according to Renaud Tinel, Nespresso Oceania

General Manager and Market Director.15 An important outcome of this

product training is the connection employees feel to the organization. As Tinel

explains, “Training helps employees understand where they fit in the big

picture and how exactly they contribute to the overall business objectives.”

This result is in line with research that demonstrates that training results in

happy, informed, and engaged employees.16

The training at Nespresso does not stop at product knowledge. “Our

priority is to integrate our employees and provide them with all the training

necessary for their current job as well as ensuring their future development,”

said Stephanie Coduys, Learning and Development Manager.17 Employees

are encouraged to grow with the company and are provided support in the

form of new opportunities for experiential learning, mentorship, and formal

training.

Next, employees develop their “accelerators,” which help fuel their

career and prepare them for opportunities. Accelerators include gaining

cross-functional skills and networking needed to take advantage of oppor­

tunities.18 The company follows the 70/20/10 model when designing their

high-quality development plans. Like what was described earlier in this

chapter, 70% is based on experience-based activity, 20% is based on

coaching and feedback, and 10% is based on formal training. Nespresso has

found that this model helps to fully and quickly develop individuals in their

career.18 Nespresso empowers their employees by providing a wide sphere

of influence and allowing them the freedom to make decisions.18

The investment in job, company, leadership, and cross-functional

skills ensures Nespresso staff are set up for success in their current role as

well as in additional roles in the future. The focus on training to enable staff

and help them make good decisions should be a foundation of every

organization.
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The Tools to Do the Job

If you are serious about enabling your people, then you have to ensure
they have the tools to do the job. Howmany times have your employees
frustrated a customer and failed in delivering a great experience because
they didn’t have the right or enough tools and resources to do their jobs?
Such failures are also are good ways to frustrate employees and ruin their
attitude for the day.

One important responsibility of a manager is to have an inventory
and ordering process in place that gets the tools to a team on time and
at the right time. If managers have to justify purchases and invest­
ments, then they also need to possess a strong financial understanding
of the company’s profits and losses and be willing to lay out a good
business plan or proposition. It also helps for managers to be passion­
ate and demanding to get team members what they need to deliver
results.

One of the many qualities admired in Michael Eisner, the former
CEO of Disney, was his ability to divvy up funds for the many projects
that his executives brought to him. Hundreds of projects were placed in
front of him every year, yet only a couple would ever come to fruition.
When it came time to make a difficult decision, he often placed a great
deal of emphasis on the passion displayed by the executive presenting
the idea. He said, “A strong [point of view] is worth at least 80 IQ
points.”19 To get a team the tools to do the job, managers must have
strong financial acumen, a thorough and consistent inventory and
ordering process, and the conviction that the tools are necessary.

The Right Information

To enable a team, managers must also ensure their people have the right
information to do their jobs. In the past, management often was defined
by the amount of information people could access. Managers used to
maintain control by withholding information. Doing this allowed many
mediocre managers to justify their jobs and many enterprising employ­
ees to be wasted. A true leader is not threatened by associates who have
enough information to be both able and authorized to make decisions.
To enable staff members, give them information. Jan Carlzon, CEO of
SAS Airlines, wrote, “An individual without information cannot take
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responsibility. An individual who is given information cannot help but
take responsibility.”20

Providing your people with the right information need not be a
major production. We recently worked with a small retail store where
the manager could not ensure she would see her people all the time. She
set up a clipboard in a central location that contained any relevant
memorandums, marketing efforts, and promotions. By directing your
people to one location for information, you fulfill the task of providing
them with the right information but also place some of the responsi­
bility for gathering information on your staff.

So, to enable your people, get them the training, tools, and
information to do the job. Then, for your people to perform at their
best, get out of the way and let them do what they were hired to do. You
need to empower them.

Performance Empowerment

Merriam-Webster defines “to empower” as “to give power to (some­
one).”21 To give power to your people, you need to give them control
over how work gets done and allow them to make decisions. Despite all
the work we put into getting the best people, onboarding them
correctly, training them thoroughly, and enabling their performance,
we often fail to truly unleash them to perform on their own because, as
managers, we just can’t give up control and let our people make
decisions.

This is especially noticeable for consumers today. Time is extremely
important to customers. According to Kate Leggett, a Forrester analyst
in 2013, “71% of customers say that valuing their time is the most
important thing a company can do to provide them with good
service.”22 How can you show a customer you value their time if
whenever employees need to do something for the customer, they have
to ask for permission or get approval? This is particularly true when
things go wrong. According to a report by the social relationship
management company Oracle Social Cloud in 2013, 82% of customers
said the number one factor that leads to a great customer service
experience is having their issues resolved quickly.23 How is this
expected to happen when employees are not allowed to fix customer
problems?
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The issue is many managers like being in charge; they like to save
the day. Yet if they don’t take a step back and empower people to do
their jobs and tackle challenges and problems themselves, they will
frustrate their staff members and never get the most out of them. This
means managers will be forever in crisis mode rather than working on
improving their business. Instead, we have to get managers out of the
way; we have to help them let go, because it is the only way they will
achieve amazing results.

Now, no one is suggesting managers abdicate all managerial
responsibilities and never get involved in operations, but there does
need to be some balance. If managers are too involved in the operation
or business, generally they are not working enough on the operation or
business. Working on the operation means focusing on the big picture
and looking weeks and months out to direct the team and business
successfully through any challenges it might face. When managers are
in the operation too much, staff members will come to rely on them too
much and then will become distressed or frustrated when they are not
around.

A manager’s job is to support their employees, not to do everything
for them. If managers do tasks for their teams or make decisions for
them, they help their employees’ performance only in the short term,
but by teaching team members how to do their own work and make
their own decisions, managers empower performance indefinitely.

In some environments, short staffing requires managers to be in the
operation more than necessary, but this should not be a permanent
situation. When managers are heavily involved in the operation, their
management responsibilities often suffer. A good leader knows and
prepares for difficult days or weeks well in advance, ensuring the least
amount of disruption takes place. A good leader also prepares staff
members for challenges by allocating resources as necessary.

Supporting the operation means being there when necessary and
continually having a pulse on the business and people but also continu­
ally leading it toward desired results and goals. Even when staff members
are empowered, managers still must inspect what they expect and get out
from behind the desk to spend time observing, assessing, and ensuring
that high performance is happening.

Empowerment requires managers to allow staff members to make
decisions on day-to-day tasks and situations they face. It requires
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staff members to feel supported and to feel that their manager and
the organization have their backs. Culturally, knowing that you are
trusted to make decisions is very powerful. Kevin Ricklefs, senior
vice president of talent management for CHG Healthcare Services,
said, “As you give employees a voice and autonomy, a leader’s role
becomes a coach, a facilitator, and a conduit of information. Leaders
do not have to be the single decision makers.”24 In the following
box we list some important reminders and steps for managers to take
to empower their teams to make decisions.

How to Empower Your Team

■ Remind yourself that you do not have to make all the decisions.
When an associate comes to you asking “What should I do?”
be willing to turn the question back on to them and ask
them, “What do you think you should do?” Support the decision
even if it is not perfect because this response without any
correction will enhance their confidence in decision-making
tremendously.

■ Remind your staff every day that they can make decisions to
enhance or turn around a customer experience or improve how
they do work.

■ Provide training and simulated scenarios to your people about how
they would respond or act in certain situations so that they can
learn how to make decisions that benefit the customer and the
organization.

■ Teach your staff to understand financials, specifically the idea of
perceived cost (what the customer thinks they are getting) and real
cost (what it actually costs you). Usually the two costs are very
different and the main reason why you need to utilize products and
services from within your business rather than a third-party com­
pany. If you give away a service that is normally $100 to a
customer, but in parts and labor only costs you $50, the difference
between the two costs is $50. If you give away a service from a
third-party vendor that costs the guest $100, but costs you $90
then the difference is only $10. It is important to utilize products or
services with the greatest difference between perceived and actual
costs.

(continued )
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(continued )

■ Provide guidelines to help socialize your staff in providing financial
compensation to customers. Remember, they are only guidelines
and not absolutes.

■ Be prepared for your staff to give too much away, but rather than
getting upset, recognize the effort. If a decision was made that was
a win for the customer, but a financial burden for the organization,
utilize it as a training tool and help guide your team to better
decision making.

Remember, empowering your people does not mean doing so
without guidelines, training, or opportunities to practice. We worked
with a large luxury hospitality brand on how to ensure staff members did
not give away too many free products in their effort to delight
customers. One manager discussed how a new employee took it
upon himself to give away 20 free drinks to a group that was celebrating
a woman’s birthday. When the employee was asked why he did this, he
said that he was just trying to “wow” the guests. As I explained, the
concept was right, but the execution was wrong. In situations like this,
it is important for new staff members to have guidelines or examples of
how to delight guests. In the example given, offering just the birthday
celebrant a free drink would have provided the “wow” but also would
have been financially responsible. When introducing empowerment to
staff, it is important to provide themwith everyday scenarios where they
can think about and decide how to impress customers or turn one
around. Have your team share their answers and decide as a group on
the best one, and why it was the best. This is an excellent way to
socialize staff members into making good decisions.

However, the most important thing is that your people are making
decisions and that you instill in them the mindset that not making
decisions is not acceptable behavior. I remember reading former CEO of
ABB Percy Barnevik’s “General Principles of Management Behavior,”
given as guidelines to his staff in his first meeting with them. I offer his
principles as your own guide for why empowering your people is the
right thing to do.

To take action (and stick out one’s neck) and do the right things is
obviously the best. To take action and do the wrong things (within
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reason and a limited number of times) is second best. Not to take
action (and lose opportunities) is the only nonacceptable
behavior.25

An extension of empowering your people is to provide them
with an opportunity and the responsibility for completing some of
your managerial tasks. Delegating decisions and tasks will challenge
your people to perform up and sets an expectation to continually
grow. Remember, if someone else can complete a task 80% as well as
you, then you should permanently delegate it to that person. He or she
will end up doing it better than you anyway, being focused on this one
managerial task, unlike you, who must focus on many.

When I introduced empowerment, I also indicated it was
about people feeling they had some control over their work. For
people to feel this way, we must engage them to give feedback and
ideas about how to improve tasks, positions, and the work being done.
This topic is covered in greater detail in Chapter 7 when we discuss
how to have your people involved in making improvements to the
business.

Managers should be encouraged to not be afraid to give up some of
the important tasks that keep them busy every day. Managers become
indispensable as leaders when they become dispensable as managers.
By empowering and enabling their people, managers not only get
them to perform at a higher level but also enable themselves to play
better leadership roles.

Establishing the cultural mechanisms and mindset required to
achieve the desired performance are important parts of any man­
ager’s role and any business’s infrastructure. Managers need a clear
understanding of what performance is so they can provide feedback
on whether their employees are meeting expectations. It is impor­
tant to see the organization and managers providing their people
with the right training, information, and tools. Finally, managers
need to establish an expectation around making decisions and
provide all staff members with the insights, training, guidelines,
and ability to make good decisions. By enabling and empowering
your team, you create a culture where your people have the best
chance and attitude to meet and exceed your performance
expectations.
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Culture Hack: Empower and enable your people to
maximize their performance.

1. Focus on performance enablement and empowerment rather than

just management. The focus should be to elevate performance, not

organize or control it.

2. Establish performance goals for each employee based on the organi­

zations objectives for what is to be achieved and the company values

to define how those objectives should be achieved.

3. Develop a training plan that lists specific skills, attitudes, and knowl­

edge needed for each position. Develop a learning map that outlines

when training will occur and what is to be mastered.

4. Ensure that your staff have the tools, resources, information, and

support needed to perform their role.

5. Delegate tasks and decision making to your staff to enhance perform­

ance and ensure growth opportunities. Provide guidelines, training,

and the encouragement to make decisions and take on new respon­

sibilities. Develop comfort and confidence in your team by trusting

them to do the right thing.
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6
Coaching

Giving Feedback, the Most
Misunderstood and Poorly
Executed Leadership Task

Each person holds so much power within themselves that needs to be let out.
Sometimes they just need a little nudge, a little direction, a little support, a little
coaching, and the greatest things can happen.

Pete Carroll, Seattle Seahawks football coach1

INFORMAL AND FORMAL FEEDBACK WHEN delivered correctly energizes your
people, their attitudes, and their ability to deliver for you.

In Chapter 5, I wrote about the importance of empowering and
enabling staff members by providing them with the right training, tools,
and information and the ability to make decisions for themselves. To
ensure all employees achieve the desired results for their roles, you must
have a culture where consistent and meaningful feedback is expected
and delivered. Chapter 5 also introduced the 60/20/20 learning model,
whereby 20% of all learning comes from feedback or coaching. I believe
feedback or coaching is one of a manager’s most important responsibil­
ities in terms of achieving results through the people. Fast Company
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magazine suggests, “All coaches have one thing in common: it’s that
they are ruthlessly results-oriented.”2 To truly generate success and
elevate your employees’ performance, you must ensure that coaching is
a part of your company’s DNA.

Coaching or giving feedback is also about building better relation­
ships with staff members and positively impacting their attitude and
engagement with the company. As leadership author and CEO of Box
of Crayons Michael Bungay Stanier said, “Coaching is a powerful
leadership behavior that drives culture, and engagement, and has a
huge impact on an organization.”3 Many of today’s employees also
eagerly seek out coaching. Without feedback and coaching, they feel
underappreciated and unrecognized for what they do well, and they will
continue to frustrate customers and managers by not performing as they
could or should. According to an Officevibe Study, 65% of employees
would prefer more frequent feedback.4

According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, “feedback” is “help­
ful information or criticism that is given to someone to say what can be
done to improve a performance.”5 We see feedback as a process by
which information is returned to a person about the outcome of an
action, process, or activity. It is important to distinguish between two
types of feedback, informal and formal.

Informal feedback is everyday casual conversations regarding how
work is being done. Formal feedback is more organized, clearly docu­
mented, and saved in an employee’s or business’s files. Many organiza­
tions have a problem with feedback because managers just don’t know
how to do informal feedback right, which means that a lot of the formal
feedback mechanisms, such as annual reviews, recognition awards, and
employee disciplinary actions, lack credibility and substance.

Many times when we speak to employees on what they think
about their annual reviews, they will say that the things discussed
were the first time they had heard about them. When asking
employees about the recognition process, they say it is all about
whoever is up next. And when asked about discipline, employees will
often say it is unfair because they were never aware that what they
were doing was wrong until they were pulled into the manager’s office.
A lack of informal feedback is the reason these important formal
mechanisms are not positively impacting the attitude and perform­
ance of staff.
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Effective Informal Feedback

For informal feedback, the basics are simple: It must be timely, fair,
consistent, and balanced. We discuss each of these in detail, but first I
want to talk about something just as important when it comes to
coaching and giving effective feedback, and that is trust.

The Importance of Trust

When we observe managers providing informal feedback to their
people, one thing certainly seems to make a difference, and that is
the relationship that exists between the manager and the staffer and,
more specifically, the level of trust between them. As Douglas Conant,
former CEO of Campbell Soup, suggested:

Trust gives you the permission to give people direction, get every­
one aligned, and give them the energy to go get the job done. Trust
enables you to execute with excellence and produce extraordinary
results. As you execute with excellence and deliver on your
commitments, trust becomes easier to inspire, creating a flywheel
of performance.6

By having a strong relationship with your people, you will naturally
have a greater impact on their attitude and performance. Trust is
something that often takes time to build; however, it can be quickly
developed when the manager cares for and shows an interest in their
people. We will discuss this more in Chapter 13, when we focus in on
leadership. The manager’s ability to give feedback in a timely, fair,
consistent, and balanced manner will quickly lead to the development
of this critical sense of trust between staff members and the manager.

Feedback Must Be Timely

“Timely” means the feedback should happen when the performance
occurs. For this to happen, managers must be in the operation or
working alongside staff members. Although formal feedback is often
conducted in an office, informal feedback must happen out from behind
the desk and closed doors. In thinking about your company and your
managerial style, where does most of the coaching occur? If most
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managers coach and give feedback from their offices, then they are not
being timely and effective in one of their most important roles. Ensure
that managers spend time every day out of their offices interacting with
their staff members and observing them at work. A phrase often
associated with military leaders and great managers is “Inspect what
you expect.” If you expect your people to perform, then inspect their
performance; the best place to do this is alongside them as they work.
This is also the best time to give feedback.

When feedback is timely, it also can be honest and specific. If a
manager provides feedback well after the fact, from other people, or
based on hearsay, the accuracy of the feedback can be brought into
question. However, if the manager is right there as a behavior is
demonstrated or a word is said, the feedback is far more likely to be
accurate and usually will be accepted without challenge or distrust. In
regards to critiques or feedback about required improvements, it is
especially necessary for the information to be given in the moment.
When an employee receives feedback about something they need to
improve on, then they are far more likely to pay attention to that
feedback when it is given in a timely manner.

Feedback Must Be Fair

“Fair” means that you are considerate of the conditions, environment,
and what is going on in the moment that a performance occurs. Let’s
face it, sometimes due to a busy operation, something that is happening
to the employee personally, or a lack of training, support, resources, or
information, performance will be compromised. As a manager and
executive, be considerate of what causes the performance issue to occur.
I was told early on in my management career that leaders accept
responsibility for the failure of their followers. When it comes to
performance and giving feedback, managers must ask themselves if
they have done everything to set their employees up for success. If they
have, they have met one important condition for effective coaching.

Feedback Must Be Consistent

“Consistent”means managers cannot just give feedback when they feel
like it, or at certain times, and only for certain people. There should be
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no special exception for any employee in your organization, because if
an exemption exists, there will be no credibility in your coaching style
or feedback. Remember, as US politician Lincoln Chafee said, “Trust is
built with consistency.”7 More specifically in the workplace, it occurs
through consistent informal feedback.

Feedback Must Be Balanced

“Balanced” means managers provide both positive feedback and feed­
back for improvement. As managers, we often provide feedback only
when something goes wrong because that is what we are trained to do—
to be problem solvers, to ensure quality is maintained, and to keep the
operation going. Managers seem acutely aware of when things are
wrong. As a result, often they are more comfortable pointing out when
performance is off or not as expected. Unfortunately, if the only thing
staff members hear from their managers is a need for improvement or
that things are going wrong, they will slowly start to shut the managers
out. It is important for staffers hear a balance of both positive and
negative feedback.

However, the idea of balanced feedback goes deeper. In a 2010
article, Ayelet Fishbach, Tal Eyal, and Stacey R. Finkelstein suggested
that the need for positive or negative feedback in fact determines on a
person’s level of expertise in a task or topic. Those who might be
considered beginners respond better to positive feedback, while negative
feedback can be more effective with experts. According to the article:

Novices are concerned with evaluating their commitment, and
they are more likely to adhere to a goal after receiving positive
(versus negative) feedback, in a dynamic of highlighting. In contrast,
experts are concernedwithmonitoring their progress toward the goal
and they are more likely to adhere to a goal after receiving negative
(versus positive) feedback, in a dynamic of balancing.8

As such, a balanced feedback approach must take into account
individual differences, as these differences will impact how people
respond to what is being said.

Over the years, it has become obvious that many managers are
uncomfortable and unable to give credible and confident feedback to
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their staffers. As a result, it just doesn’t happen. Whenever our team at
SGEi provide any training on customer service and sales skills or
behaviors, first we conduct an informal feedback coaching class to
support the training program to be implemented. Without feedback
after a training session, the training will have a limited impact at best.

My training team recently implemented an upselling program at the
front desk of a large hotel in Las Vegas. The program focused on first
impressions, conversations to build relationships, and how to make
customized recommendations. We taught these skills over two classes
in a three-month period. The outcome of this programwas that the front
desk was able to generate an additional $2 million in upselling revenues
that year, a definite success. However, although the course was great, the
real secret to the success of the training was the requirement for all the
front desk supervisors and managers to go through an informal feedback
class and for every front desk agent to be observed and given feedback on
howheor shewas doing eachweek for eightweeks. By teachingmanagers
how to give feedback, wewere able to fine-tune the skills we taught in the
classroom through coaching. In this program, we applied our 60/20/20
learning rule in a formal and very effective manner.

For any training program to work and for staff members to perform
optimally, informal feedback from the manager must occur. The same
applies to the implementationof your values. For the values to stick, there
must be feedback and coaching on whether your employees are meeting
the behavioral expectations of these values or not. Again, when you roll
out new values and behaviors to your staff, managers must be ready to
provide the necessary feedback. The model in the next section has been
successful across many industries and levels of organizations.

The Culture Hacker Informal Feedback Model

We utilize a simple model to teach managers how to give feedback in
the operation. The model comes from the Situation-Behavior-Impact
(SBI) feedback model, which describes the situation in which the
behavior occurred, exactly what the behavior was, why it mattered, and
its impact.9 We have adapted the model to be more interactive. Rather
than delivering another lecture, managers should ask employees what
the impact of their behavior might be and how they feel they should
correct it. In other words, we have to ask questions. In a recent podcast,
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Michael Bungay Stanier stated: “The quality of the questions is key to
an important coaching session. The best coaching question in the world
is ‘And what else?’This helps the leader stay curious longer and move to
action and advice slower.”10 As a manager, it’s vital to learn to ask more
questions when giving feedback.

Following is the model we have provided to thousands of managers
over the years. Note that this model can be utilized for both positive
feedback and feedback for improvement. The method is extremely
effective when giving feedback about values or behaviors that are
important to the organization. With our model, feedback occurs in five
steps. As you will see, there is a focus on asking questions and allowing
the employee to provide their own assessment and feedback of the
situation.

Informal Feedback Model

1. Give reason for
feedback.

2. Provide an example of
the observed behavior.

3. Highlight the impact of
the behavior.

4. Was the behavior
appropriate? Define next
steps.

5. Thank your team
member.

“Becky, as you know, one of our
habits is to ensure a positive
attitude. Do you recall this?”

“I just listened to your interaction
with the last customer, and it did
not seem like you were as positive
as normal. Did you realize you did
this?”

“What sort of impact do you think
that had on the customer?”

“How can you ensure you have a
more positive attitude with our
customers moving forward?”

“Becky, thanks for supporting our
values. Please let me know if you
need anything from me to help you
with our customers.”

By establishing a culture where regular, transparent, and objective
feedback occurs, managers will drive performance and positively impact
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the mindsets of their staffers. This informal feedback also forms the
foundation of a meaningful formal feedback program. We want to save
the discussion of recognition and counseling for Chapters 8 and 9 but
for now, let’s address the performance appraisal process, because today it
is often the least effective feedback mechanism utilized in organizations.

Effective Formal Feedback

Formal feedback often is epitomized by the annual, dreaded perform­
ance appraisal, but it can also be seen in disciplinary action and in
official recognition programs. Although formal feedback is important,
in many businesses the process has become outdated and stagnant, and
it does little to enable or improve team performance. Without informal
feedback, formal feedback has little meaning or relevance for team
members, so it is important to get the informal feedback going first.

The Performance Appraisal

We have all had that annual review that left us confused, frustrated, or
even angry. The annual review inmany organizations ismerely an annual
rite where employees are anxious and managers are underprepared—
simply a lose-lose affair. Employees are anxious because the information
the review contains is often a surprise, is outdated, and is without
foundation. In other words, the review is not based on timely, fair,
and consistent informal feedback. Many reviews often fall to the
“recency” effect, whereby performance for the entire year is judged on
the most recent incidents.11 Managers are underprepared because the
task of remembering an employee’s performance over the course of a year
and then writing it down daunts them and seems to take too much time.
So it’s time to rethink the annual review process and programming.

To improve, the annual review needs a makeover, with the formal
feedback process becoming clearer, more frequent, and quicker.

Let’s begin by making the review clearer. We must start with a clear
understanding of what performance is, as we did in Chapter 5. With
performance in mind the focus should be on whether employees are
meeting their commitments or goals and if they are doing so in line with
the values. This assessment is based on those regular informal conver­
sations that are happening.
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Next, make these formal conversations more frequent, possibly
even every month or two. We are already seeing this shift within
organizations as they move away from the traditional annual format and
implement regular informal conversations on performance.

The monthly conversations can be kept short by focusing just on
those areas where improvement could occur. This conversation does not
need to last more than 15 minutes and requires less than a sheet of
writing. Many young people seem to prefer this type of casual yet formal
feedback, so let’s start shifting our perspective and adopting a winning
feedback strategy. A quick guide to these monthly conversations follows.

A Guide to the Monthly Performance Recap

■ Try to conduct the conversation out of the office and in a comfort­
able setting.

■ With your employees, establish the goal of the conversation, which
is to recap any conversations, results, and feedback from the
previous month.

■ Have employees rate their own performance. Managers should
not be the only ones who have to prepare for these important
conversations.

■ Be honest. There is no value to the leadership or the employees if
the feedback is not real and transparent.

■ Ask questions about how the employees are feeling and what they
are working on in their role to achieve or develop.

■ Determine what support you need to provide to help them develop
or meet their goals.

■ Remember to thank the employees for their contributions, no
matter how small.

A large retail group we worked with implemented a monthly
feedback program called a leadership assessment. One of the company’s
values was leadership, establishing an expectation that all staff members
had a leadership mentality, regardless of title. Instead of the annual
review, each month the managers would sit with their employees
individually for 10 to 15 minutes and provide feedback on how they
were doing, reviewing key sales statistics, customer feedback, and how
they were performing relative to the company values. This formal
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program ensured that managers and staff were having consistent and
relevant conversations.

Technology is having a positive impact in formal feedback. Many
companies offer solutions that manage and optimize the formal feed­
back process, and still more are on the way. Companies like Threads,
BetterWorks, Zugata, and Reflektive, to name a few, are transforming
the performance review process by making the tasks of documenting
feedback, setting goals, and establishing plans more efficient and readily
available. Gone are the days when the annual review disappears from
sight once given, never to be discussed again.

Although some companies are removing the annual review process
completely, for most businesses, the process is not going away. However,
by establishing regular monthly check-ins or recaps, the annual review
process can becomemore impactful andmeaningful by focusing on goals
and plans for achievement. Yes, call them, “Achievement Plans” rather
than improvement plans. “Achievement” sounds more positive, and the
goal of all managers and coaches should be to help their people achieve
something rather than just improve. Mark D. Cannon, a professor of
leadership and organizational studies at Vanderbilt University, noted
that when feedback is focused on the employee’s development, “that
makes it a lot more helpful. Feedback becomes a gift of someone
investing in the recipient’s career.”12 Some guidelines for an effective
“Achievement Planning” session are listed next.

AGuide to theAnnual/Semiannual Achievement Planning
Session

■ Schedule for at least an hour, preferably two hours, to allow for in-
depth conversations.

■ Try to conduct the conversation out of the office and in a comfort­
able setting.

■ With your employees, establish the goal of the conversation, which
is again to recap the monthly conversations, but more importantly,
to talk about their development and future achievements.

■ Have the employees bring their own development plans and needs.
■ Ask questions about how the employees are feeling and what they

are working on in their role to achieve or develop.
■ Remember to thank the employees for being a part of your team

and the organization.
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Now, the annual review is often tied to incentives and bonuses. I
am not advocating that these go away; however, by focusing more on
objectives and development in the annual review, bonuses would be
tied to how much a person improves and grows rather than whether he
or she was “the best.” I believe bonuses should be about employees being
their best, not the best. Not only will this shift impact and improve the
mindset of all of your people, but it will also improve the performance of
a lot more of your staff.

Providing effective feedback through a combination of informal
and formal mechanisms is the best way to develop your people to
achieve the desired performance and growth. Let’s take a look at how
Dell uses feedback to enhance employee performance.

Case Study: Dell

Since 1984, Dell has been evolving as a global technology leader.13

However, in 2012 Dell was struggling to stay afloat in a world where

demand for their main product, the personal computer, was quickly

declining.14 A 2013 purchase led to the company becoming private again,

thereby shifting the priorities of the leadership team. Shortly after the

purchase, Michael Dell enlisted a call to action, stating that the company

had to “get out of the destructive cycle of nearsighted decision making and

focus on a future that is far beyond the next quarter or fiscal year or election.

In this fast-paced, uncertain time, one thing is certain—if we aren’t the ones

inventing the future, someone else will be.15

This call to action meant thinking long-term and putting plans in place to

reach their goals. Dell created the 2020 Legacy for Good plan, listing their top

priorities and goals. The plan was based on six attributes including a focus on

customers, innovation, scaling globally, transparency and accountability,

leading by example, and welcoming collaboration. The plan laid out a cor­

porate responsibility framework based on three areas: Environment, People,

and Communities.16 As part of the People plan, leaders were tasked with

increasing engagement, team member satisfaction, inspirational leadership,

and being recognized as a best-in-class Employer of Choice.16 To achieve

these lofty goals, Dell started by expanding upon their training and devel­

opment programs to include on-the-job experience and assignments coupled

with tailored feedback. Employees are also provided a combination of

(continued )
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(continued )

networking, coaching, mentoring, and formal learning programs. Targeted

external coaching is offered to executives to provide guidance and support to

help improve performance and grow leadership capabilities.17

Dell transitioned their focus away from the dreaded annual performance

review, to providing continuous informal feedback through coaching and

mentoring.18 Managers are encouraged to have frequent conversations with

their employees not only about their performance, but also about their per­

sonal and professional goals. A 360-degree review process helps to gain

performance insights and identify opportunities for growth and improvement.

Employees also build networks in which they can give and receive

feedback.17

Each initiative connects back to the larger 2020 Legacy for Good plan

and also to the company’s values. Dell continues to progress toward these

goals, all the while enhancing their organizational culture. Dell has been

recognized for the support of their People, receiving third-party recognition

and awards year after year.19

If we want our people to be as great as they can be, then, based on
our experience, we need to start resetting the mindsets of our
managers around the process and idea of performance-based feed­
back. As Bob Nardelli, CEO of The Home Depot, said perfectly: “I
absolutely believe that people, unless coached, never reach their
maximum abilities.”20 Your people require managers to be coaches
and need a way to get regular, relevant, and meaningful feedback.
You and/or your managers must actively provide informal and casual
feedback in their operation or work spaces every day, and on this base
of casual feedback, more formal feedback is delivered. Think about
more regular but less detailed check-ins that build on the annual
achievement plans put in place. Any incentives or bonuses are then
built around achieving objectives and commitments each year and
encouraging all employees to be at their best and demonstrate the
company values on a daily basis. Commit to being great coaches and
enabling your people to be the best they can be through the feedback
process.
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Culture Hack: Provide effective informal and formal
feedback that energizes and develops your people.

1. Coaching requires the delivery of informal and formal feedback.

2. Informal feedback must be timely, fair, consistent, and balanced. It is

most effective when there is a high degree of trust between the

employee and manager.

3. Informal feedback should involve themanager asking their employee a

series of value- and behavior-based questions so they can assess

themselves and think about how they can improve their performance.

4. Formal feedback is delivered through a company’s recognition pro­

gram, disciplinary process, and performance appraisal process.

5. The performance review process needs to be updated to include

monthly performance recaps and an annual or semiannual achieve­

ment planning session.
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7
Strategy, Scores, and Plans

The Real Reason Your People
Are Not Engaged

Today, no leader can afford to be indifferent to the challenge of engaging employees
in the work of creating the future. Engagement may have been optional in the past,
but it’s pretty much the whole game today.

Gary Hamel, business consultant1

IF YOU ARE GOING TO engage your people and make them responsible for
improving your company, then you need to share your objectives and
scores, and involve them in the development and execution of plans to
achieve those scores.

We have all heard about how important employee engagement is,
and as you are reading this book, you are probably thinking that this is
what we are really talking about overall. However, let’s consider
engagement in a more focused way. The Merriam-Webster dictionary
defines “engagement” as “an arrangement to meet or be present at a
particular place and time.”2 The key for me is “to be present”, meaning
we want our employees to be present at or in their work. Over the years,
I have thought a lot about the best way to do this with staff members.
I have concluded that having them understand the objectives of the

87
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organization, ensuring they know how the company is doing against
those objectives, and involving them in achieving those objectives will
make people feel they are at the heart of the business and that their
presence at work does make a difference. Organizational consultant
Warren Bennis provided similar insight when he said, “Good leaders
make people feel that they’re at the very heart of things, not at the
periphery. Everyone feels that he or she makes a difference to the
success of the organization. When that happens, people feel centered,
and that gives their work meaning.”3

When you make people feel that what they do matters toward the
accomplishment of a great goal, you have engagement. In a 2014 study,
Chris Groscurth, a Gallup senior consultant, suggested, “As employees
move beyond the basics of employee engagement and view their
contribution to the organization more broadly, the more likely they
are to stay, take proactive steps to create a safe environment, have
higher productivity, and connect with customers to the benefit of the
organization.”4 In other words, a sense of purpose has a big impact on
the mindsets and attitudes of your people every day.

The idea of people feeling that what they do matters is amplified
when dealing with the Millennial generation. Gallup, Inc. sees purpose
as one of the most important cultural shifts for many organizations as
they deal with their growing Millennial employee base. In a 2016
report, Gallup’s chairman and CEO Jim Clifton says, “For millennials,
work must have meaning.”5 Although research emphasizes purpose or
meaning as being most important with younger workers, the reality is
that, throughout history, people have always wanted work that has
purpose; it is just that this generation can find purpose more readily.
Consider Theodore Roosevelt’s 1903 Labor Day speech, where he said,
“Far and away the best prize that life offers is the chance to work hard at
work worth doing.”6

Let’s face it—everyone would love to feel he or she has a purpose at
work. If your employees feel they have purpose in what they do each day
or that the organization provides purpose around its efforts in the
community or philanthropy it will absolutely have a positive impact on
how employees feel about their work. Gallup recognized this in its 2014
study, which indicated that mission and purpose are the two strongest
retention factors for Millennials, Generation Xers, and Baby Boomers,
so this is truly a multigenerational focus.7
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Now let’s be clear—many organizations have an engagement issue.
When we see staff members who are not understanding organizational
goals or actively involved in making the organization better, before we
blame the staffers, we must consider three important elements. First, we
look to see if the company is educating its people on the company goals or
objectives. Many times, when we ask staff members, they have no clue
about what the organization is trying to achieve. We then look to see if
the key metrics around company performance are being shared and
discussed on a monthly basis. Often we find scores are just something
managers are familiar about and involvedwith.And then finally, we look
to see if employees are expected to and are involved in making plans to
achieve those goals or improve those scores. I just do not understand why
companies do not involve their people more in making improvements,
especially as they usually are the ones with the best ideas. By educating
team members on company objectives, updating them on company
results, and getting them involved in improvement planning, managers
have the ultimate win-win—a more successful company and more
engaged team members. Let’s consider each in more detail.

Educate Everyone on Company Objectives

Let’s start by understandingobjectives andwhat eachbusiness should focus
on. An objective is simple—it is a goal, something the company aims to
reach. I have been involved with many companies across many industries,
and my first observation is often that they have too many goals and too
much complexity around what they want to achieve. KISS—keep it
simple, stupid! Please put that sentence up on the wall during the next
annual strategymeeting.As JackWelch, the formerCEOofGE, once said:

There are only three measurements that tell you nearly everything
you need to know about your organization’s overall performance:
employee engagement, customer satisfaction, and cash flow. It goes
without saying that no company, small or large, can win over the
long run without energized employees who believe in the mission
and understand how to achieve it.8

We believe there are four, possibly five, main goals or objectives
that you need to focus on regularly, and they line up with what Jack
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Welch suggests. When you are setting your objectives, the four that
matter most are to:

1. Improve the bottom line.
2. Increase market share.
3. Improve customer satisfaction.
4. Improve employee satisfaction.

Yes, you must have an annual goal around your customer and
employee satisfaction. These goals can be measured in a number of
ways, but theyneed to be there. If you are involved in servicing customers,
then their feedback matters. If you are committed to ensuring your staff
members have the right mindsets and employee experience, then their
feedbackmatters too. I am amazed that somany companies today still fail
to make this feedback and satisfaction a priority.

The one other objective to consider is, ‘Improve community
engagement or social responsibility.’ This has become a focus for
many companies, especially as it is such an important consideration
for our new and younger working generations who want to feel
connected to something bigger than themselves. According to
Deloitte’s 2014 Millennial Report: “Millennials want to leave their
mark on the world by working for organizations that benefit society,
encourage innovation, and provide them with the opportunity to
expand their skills—and they are ready to work independently if their
needs are not being met by a traditional organization.”9 Adding an
objective to improve the organization’s positive impact on society
would seem important moving forward.

When you think about your annual objectives, focus on the five basic
things to be achieved. These are: improve the bottom line, increase
market share, improve customer satisfaction, improve employee satisfac­
tion, and increase community engagement.

Now that theobjectives are set, get specificwith the number, score, or
result that you wish to achieve for each objective. In other words, define
the number and measurement that will tell you whether or not you have
achieved your goal. Be as specific as possible so that youwill know exactly
what to aim for and what success looks like. The key here is to have the
right measurements in place to keep score. Simply put, if companies
are not going to measure their performance against their goals,
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then they are not serious about achieving desired results. Managers must
have a series of objective measurements in place to know how the
company is performing. Although many companies measure their finan­
cial performance, other goals aroundmarket share, customer satisfaction,
and employee satisfaction can be vague and a lot more subjective.

Invest in measurement with all of the major shareholders—owners,
customers, and employees. In their book Corporate Culture and
Performance, John Kotter and James Heskett stated, “Firms with cultures
that emphasized all the key managerial constituencies (customers,
stockholders, and employees) . . . outperformed firms that did
not.”10 I am still amazed in today’s world at how many customer-
oriented companies in hospitality, retail, and entertainment, whose
whole reason for being is the customer, have limited measurements and
data on how they perform and make their customers feel. When it
comes to the customer, no one measurement can define customer
satisfaction alone, but online comments must become a part of your
customer feedback system.

Your socialmedia reputation—what is being said about you online—
is now the most important influencer for customers today, so it makes
sense for companies to start paying attention to it. I get it; when running
my hotels, I too believed that the feedback on TripAdvisor about my
property was just from a bunch of unhappy, inconsequential guests.
Today, TripAdvisor is the most influential tool upon which travelers
make their hotel reservation decisions. It is the same for every industry;
where the customer is talking about you online is where you should be
getting information on how you are doing.

When it comes to measurements, you need to ensure that feedback
and scores are constantly being received, rather than just at certain times
or even once a year. As Mark Sawyier, CEO of Bonfyre, an employee
engagement app, said in a recent podcast, “Every company will say that
their most important asset is their people, but most companies are asking
their people what they think only once a year.”11Wehave to stop relying
on annual reviews to measure performance or single surveys to under­
stand our customers’ satisfaction levels.We need a constant finger on the
pulse of howwe are performing and howwe are doing with our customers
and employees, and that means utilizing technology, either your own or a
partner’s, to give them a forum to speak and a way for you to collect their
feedback. I think this feedback outlet is most critical with your staff.
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Daniel Espino, vice president of People for the Cosmopolitan, a large
hotel in Las Vegas, got it right when he said, “You must give employees a
voice and you must be prepared to hear and positively react to what they
are saying about your company.”12

Once you have your objectives and measurements in place, it is
important to ensure that staff members understand their importance
and impact on the organization. Invest the time to ensure everyone
understands what is required and how their role impacts each of the
objectives. We discussed in Chapter 5 how important it is to align
individual performance with company performance. When objectives
are aligned and measurements are understood, it is time to ensure we are
sharing the results or scores on a regular basis so that all staff members
know how they and the company are doing.

Get and Share Feedback and Results

Once the objectives and measurements have been defined, the next
part—sharing the results as they are received—seems easy. However,
many employers seem to hesitate to keep their staff up to date with how
the company is performing. This outdated thinking hinders the perform­
ance of many organizations. If teammembers don’t know the goals or the
scores, then how the heck can they be expected to be engaged and
responsible for helping to achieve them? Peter Drucker, the famous
business consultant, had it right when he wrote, “Management by
objective works if you know the objectives: 90%of the time you don’t.”13

So, let’s talk about the business buzzword of this decade—transpar­
ency. The word transparent means “easy to notice or understand” and to
be “honest and open; not secretive.”14 So, when it comes to the company
scores, make them easy to understand and not secretive. By having a
transparent culture, you make information easily available for the
purpose of collaboration, cooperation, and decision making. Remember,
it is not just about sharing information. Transparency also requires that
staff members can easily see and understand the results.

With transparency in mind, we suggest that the results of the key
objectives need to be tabulated into a single scorecard that is easily read
and understood by the team. We have developed a number of score­
cards for various organizations and provide an example in Figure 7.1.
We introduced a similar scorecard to a small company managing



Figure 7.1 Company Scorecard
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residential apartments. By making it easy for all staff members to see the
scores each month, they became more interested and invested in
thinking about how they could make improvements in the day-to­
day operations, which, as you will see next, is a critical aspect of
employee engagement.

Make sure your scorecard is posted in an easy-to-access place,
available in both a soft and hard format. Remember to take the
time each month to educate staff members on what each score means
and where it is in relation to the annual objectives. Create a culture
whereby staff members seek out monthly results to see how they and the
organization performed. And remember, be sure the results are shared,
no matter if they’re good, bad, or ugly.

By sharing key results with staff members, managers can create
forthright and honest conversations. This sharing allows managers to
involve staff members in the process of improving scores. Technology is
making it easier to create strategy, share results, and keep everyone
aligned and working toward a shared vision. Companies like Cascade,
Envisio, and OnStrategy provide software that aligns the elements of
individual and company goals and the supporting action and achieve­
ment plans across a company. As Nancy Olsen, cofounder of OnStrat­
egy, suggested, “Good strategy extends beyond leadership teams. When
strategy cascades to teams, and individual people see where they fit, how
they contribute, and what’s expected of them, it creates a powerful
alignment throughout an organization.”15

Get the Team Involved

Once managers are sharing objectives and results, it’s time to develop a
plan to achieve the goals or improve the scores. Improvement and
achievement of the objectives does not happen without a plan. As
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, the author of The Little Prince, wrote, “A
goal without a plan is just a wish.”16

When developing a plan, get out of the office and get the team
involved. Educate staff members on the objectives and make them
aware of the scores so you can challenge them to come up with ideas
about how to improve. Their involvement in developing the plan
ensures greater buy-in, better and more relevant ideas from the front
line, and more engagement in the business.



Strategy, Scores, and Plans 95

When it comes to engaging team members in improvement planning
and execution, I teach the following best practice to many organizations:

Strategy to Involve Staff in Business Improvements

■ In a department meeting, allow 15 minutes of brainstorming.
Remember, there are no bad ideas, so just collect all of the
team members’ thoughts.

■ After the meeting, assign a smaller group of team members, along
with the manager, the task of clarifying and prioritizing the ideas.
They should focus on ideas that the group and manager can
control. They should leave anything not in their control, such as
payroll increases, on the list but with a note saying it is something
that is not currently actionable.

■ Present the updated list back to the team or department, identifying
the one or two items that will become the initial focus. Assign
participants to teams that will work on developing a more detailed
plan and then executing it.

■ Write down the plan and update it regularly. Make the plan
accessible to everyone on the team and provide progress updates.
Consider my Engagement Plan template, shown in Figure 7.2.

■ Once changes are implemented successfully, monitor the scores
for improvement and adjust as necessary.

■ Repeat! Update the priority list with new ideas and focus on the
next task to achieve goals.

Our team has introduced and utilized this Engagement Plan
template with multiple clients. What makes it my action plan template
of choice is that it takes into account all the elements you need to
consider if you are serious about making your plans a reality, specifically:

Key Elements for Your Action Plan Template

■ Clarity around what objective you are trying to achieve
■ The activity you are engaging in to achieve that objective. Recog­

nize that there will be multiple activities to achieve an objective.
■ What scores will be used to measure whether or not your activity is

a success. Remember if you are not going to measure it, don’t
bother doing it.

(continued)
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(continued)

■ All the steps required to complete an activity. I have learned over
the years that the more detail given for the steps to be completed,
the better chance an activity will be completed.

■ Who is responsible for each step to complete an activity.
■ The due date for each step to be completed. I am amazed by

how many managers operate under plans with no dates for
completion.

■ What resources, such as time and money, are required to
complete a step or activity. Recognize that improvements
cost money and by identifying the required investment in
your plan it shows you have thought through everything
needed to meet your objectives.

I introduced the Engagement Plan template to a group of retailers at
one of my workshops. A few weeks later, I received an email from one
store manager saying that this template changed his whole management
style. He was used to creating lists of to-do items but had never
organized them into a format that he could share with both his bosses
and his team simultaneously.

Whether you use this template or not, what is important is that your
organization bases all action plans on a consistent template so they can
be shared easily at all levels of the organization.

Horst Schulze, former president of The Ritz-Carlton Hotel
Company, stated, “We make sure our employees know the values,
goals, and strategies of our company, because that’s the only way
they become a part of the company, rather than just coming to work
and fulfilling a function.”17 To engage team members, let them in
on the worst-kept secret—what the company wants to achieve and
how the company is performing each month. When given such
information, staffers will not only be more engaged in the business
but will also be willing to take on the responsibility of improving
every outcome.

Lowe’s is a great example of how defining objectives, enlisting
proper measurements, and sharing them with employees can lead to
desired outcomes.



Figure 7.2 2017 Engagement Plan
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Case Study: Lowe’s Home Improvement

From the beginning, Lowe’s has recognized that the employees are the

foundation of their success, providing a competitive advantage that sets them

apart from competitors.18 By focusing on employees, Lowe’s experienced

significant growth and quality customer care. However, competitors were

closing the gap on customer service and the executive team at Lowe’s

needed to come up with a solid strategy to continue their momentum.19

Starting in 2007, Lowe’s executive team developed a strategy based on

driving employee engagement, as they believed increased engagement

would yield to increased performance on other important measures, including

customer satisfaction, revenue, safety, and inventory shrinkage. Thus,

Lowe’s began establishing a data-driven human resources (HR) business

model to show causal linkages from HR to business outcomes. The goal was

to link HR data, such as engagement surveys, turnover data, sick time, and

worker’s compensation to marketing, operations, and financial data.20 In

doing so, Lowe’s established a data-driven relationship that suggested that

higher employee engagement leads to higher sales.20

A particularly interesting finding was the relationship between employee

engagement, customer satisfaction, and revenue. In particular, the result

indicated that engaged employees not only increased customer satisfaction,

but also the average ticket price by getting to know the customers and making

strategic product recommendations based on their needs. Lowe’s estimates

that there is at least a $1 million difference in sales between the highest and

lowest engaged stores.20

Lowe’s realized that sharing key measurements with employees was an

important part of increasing employee engagement and achieving goals.

Constant communication was implemented to connect with employees.

Leaders encourage year-round discussions about important metrics and

scores and how to get better. Leaders prioritize taking action together with

their teams. Employees are encouraged to deliver feedback and submit ideas

through Lowe’s internal social platform.21 Training and development pro­

grams are implemented to ensure the proper execution of strategy.21

In short, achieving company objectives requires the staff to be aware of

the key metrics that drive success and be integrally involved in developing

plans and completing tasks that improve those scores.

Sharing strategies and scores and then getting your employees
involved in the process of achieving those goals or improving those
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scores is critical for employee engagement and instilling the right mind-
set in your organization. When your staff members are present in the
moment, understanding how their efforts contribute to the greater good
of the organization, they not only feel better but they perform better.

Culture Hack: Get your people engaged and responsi­
ble formaking positive improvements for the company
by sharing objectives and scores and getting them to
contribute to a plan.

1. Review annual objectives and goals with each employee to ensure

they understand what success looks like.

2. Align individual goals to those of the company.

3. Ensure that results and scores are shared openly with your employees

each month. Ensure they understand how the company is doing/

trending to their goals.

4. Make all employees responsible for the achievement of goals and

improvement of scores. Host meetings with employees to brainstorm

ways to improve.

5.	 Utilize a common action plan template to document and share what

everyone throughout the organization isworking on and trying to improve.
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Recognition

It’s Time to Stop the Meaningless
and Mundane Awards Process

There is something that is much more scarce, something finer far, something rarer
than ability. It is the ability to recognize ability.

Elbert Hubbard, American writer1

THE RECOGNITION PROGRAM IS ONE of the most powerful opportunities
managers have to reinforce company culture, improve the mindsets of
their people, and improve overall performance. The key is to make the
recognition program meaningful, repetitive, and simple.

Whenever I assess a company’s recognition program, I simply ask
staffers for an honest opinion of how people are selected for awards and
recognition. Unfortunately, in many situations, the program that is in
place lacks integrity. We are told the recognition is merely a mandated
task wherein managers just look for the next person to thank, or
recognition is given to those who have been around longest. When this
is the case, a great opportunity to positively impact the mindset of your
team is lost.
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It is not surprising that many employees feel that there is not
enough recognition; in fact, in 2014, Kate Taylor, a reporter for
Entrepreneur, stated that 82% of staff members feel they do not receive
enough recognition.2 Whether recognition is nonexistent or meaning­
less, many companies are missing out on one of their best opportunities
to positively impact their culture. As former Secretary of Defense
Robert S. McNamara suggested, “Brains, like hearts, go where they
are appreciated.”3 In other words, your lack of recognition may be one
of the biggest reasons why your staff members are leaving you.

What compounds the recognition insanity is that companies are
investing a lot of money into their recognition programs every year but
getting very little lift in employee attitude or morale. It’s time to
reinvigorate your recognition program to ensure that it does what it is
meant to do—identify those who are performing and reinforce the idea
that high performance is good.

As a side note, I find it annoying that so many managers seem
reluctant to make a big deal about their best people because they do
not want others to feel left out. In today’s world, we are raising
our children with the idea that everyone contributes and everyone
should feel like a winner, but this same idea in the workplace is just
reinforcing mediocrity.

The Case for Better Recognition

When we fail to recognize our best people in a consistent and credible
manner, we create a dangerous situation around overall performance.
Let’s say 20% of your team members are superstars and 5% of your
people should not be there. This leaves 75% of your staffers somewhere
in between and, in some cases, sitting on the fence. That large group of
employees will either overperform or underperform, and I believe the
choice they make is based largely on what they see happening to the
20% who are superstars and the 5% who are definitely not. Without
recognition and accountability—something we talk about in
Chapter 9—that 75% of your staffers will underperform, simply because
there are no incentives to do well and there are no consequences for
doing poorly. Conversely, with recognition and accountability applied,
that same 75% will perform up; they may not reach superstar status, but
they will certainly perform better than if there were no recognition. The
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reasoning is very simple—if you or your managers are not recognizing
the performance of your best people, then those people will leave, and
the 75% of the staff who might aspire to perform at a higher level never
will, because there just isn’t any incentive to do so.

So, for the sake of your organizational performance, you need to
ensure that you are recognizing your best and brightest. This is
reinforced by the Aberdeen Group’s research report from 2013, which
indicated that “60% of Best-in-Class organizations stated that employee
recognition is extremely valuable in driving individual performance.”4

You also have to think about the individuals who receive the
recognition; they will have a better mindset about their work and the
organization, choosing to stay longer and positively influencing those
around them. Bersin & Associates’ 2012 research revealed that com­
panies that provide enough employee recognition have 31% lower
voluntary turnover rates than companies that don’t—a good sign that
those employees are happier.5 Plus, basic psychology indicates that
employees who are affirmed for good behavior are more likely to repeat
those actions, and that, in the long run, just makes the organization
better.

The key to your recognition program is its credibility. As men­
tioned in Chapter 6, if managers are not providing informal feedback
and recognition, then any formal program has very little credibility, so
it is important that managers are providing the everyday thanks and
high fives. When it comes to employee recognition, a simple verbal or
written thank-you is where it all begins. Although many formal
recognition programs focus on physical and monetary incentives,
the reality is that a simple thank-you is still more meaningful.
Also, many small business owners are limited in the amount of
rewards they can afford, so focusing on saying thank you and writing
it down is the start of any strategy to get staff members thinking
positively. Jason Sweigart, a marketing firm owner, says, “Workplace
culture has to be positive.”6 Sweigart has found that verbal and
written acknowledgments are often worth more than monetary
incentives to ensure that positive culture.

When it comes to your culture, begin by ensuring your management
teams are actively involved in providing positive feedback, thank-yous,
and well-dones in their operations. These simple recognitions are still
some of the best motivations to perform and to make your people feel
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good. Such informal recognition needs to be genuine, in the moment,
and based on what is actually seen and heard. As discussed in Chapter 6,
this informal recognition must be in place before you focus on any
formal system. So just getting all managers to say thank you regularly
and with meaning is the first step to making recognition meaningful
again.

I am also a big believer in taking the time to write short notes or
cards to make this informal recognition stand out. When I was a new
manager with The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company, one of my first bosses
instilled in us a habit that, once a week, we would write a thank-you
note to one member of our team. It may be a little old-fashioned in
today’s world of emails, instant messaging, and emojis, but I still believe
it is a habit that has meaning. Taking the time to put pen to paper forces
you to truly appreciate the people you have working with you, and I
believe that those who receive handwritten messages recognize and
appreciate the effort.

I also highly recommend taking that recognition beyond the
workplace. One week when I was writing my thank-you notes to
staff members, I decided to send the notes home. That week we
were short staffed and I had to ask a few people to work a lot of
long hours. I guess the note was really a thank-you to the families for
letting their husband, wife, daughter, or son remain at work so
long. In one instance, the worker—a young man who had been in
a bit of trouble in the past—came in to my office a few days after
his parents had received my note to tell me that his family had
celebrated because it was the first time he had received any type of
recognition that he made a difference. Sending a thank-you note or
recognition to partners, families, or children is a great way to reinforce
culture and a sense of relationship. It works, as I found out, and it can
really make a difference. The young man just mentioned went on to
be a supervisor and excelled in his professional career.

A Meaningful and Lasting Recognition Program

Once you start thinking about a formal recognition program that will
involve money and other incentives, there are some simple but
important guidelines to follow, which are discussed next.
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Rules for Your Recognition Program

1. Base the Recognition on Performance.
2. Recognize the Individual and the Team.
3. Offer Rewards the Matter.
4. Make Peer to Peer Recognition Easy.
5. Be Consistent.

Base the Recognition on Performance

As I indicated at the beginning of the chapter, we have to stop
recognizing tenure or just the next person due up. In Chapter 5, we
talked about the importance of defining performance clearly through­
out the organization. In Chapter 7, we discussed the importance of
measurements and being able to align the goals of the company with
those of individuals. By basing your recognition on clearly defined
performance metrics that are in line with your company’s goals you will
help ensure your recognition is credible and meaningful. Give formal
recognition when company or individual goals are exceeded in a way
that is aligned with the values of the organization.

In Chapter 2, we provided you with some example values:
creative, collaborative, accountable, and passionate. If these are
your company values, it is important that your recognition program
recognizes those individuals who meet their commitments in a way
that represents these four values. Too many times recognition is given
to the person who reaches his or her numbers but does so at the
expense of others and without consideration for how the person got
there. By recognizing people who just hit their numbers, you diminish
the importance of your values and disrespect those who try to do
things the right way. This problem is common in traditional sales
environments, where those who sold the most receive all the focus
and recognition, with little consideration for how they got those
results. By introducing a focus on the values as well as the numbers, I
found that people who had not been previously recognized rose to the
top. At the same time, employee morale improved, as indicated by
their employee satisfaction surveys.
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Recognize the Individual and the Team

As discussed, you must recognize your best people, the ones who
have performed. If their contribution is recognized, they will be happier
and more committed, and it will reinforce their role and importance in
the organization. It is also important to recognize team efforts, especially
if teamwork and collaboration is an integral part of your values or core
culture. Offering a team reward for the achievement of some goal is a
great way to promote teamwork. J. W. Marriott, the founder of Marriott
Hotels, wrote in his book The Spirit to Serve that the best way to develop
strong teamwork is to create an environment where the reward of
working together outweigh the rewards of individual interests.7

One of the best ways to recognize a team is to allow its members to
make a presentation to upper management or ownership teams. The
opportunity to present and then to receive audible praise as a team is a
very effective way to make team members feel appreciated and reinforce
the value of working together. In a similar way, bringing in other
executives or owners to work areas to provide positive recognition for
team efforts is effective anddoesn’t cost a thing.Another simple and cost-
effective reward for teammembers is to allow them to start an hour late or
finish an hour early (obviously dispersing the impact on the operation
evenly), or even just giving people an extra 30 minutes for lunch.

Speaking of lunch or meals, consider getting everyone together for a
meal, either in or out of work. Cornell University researchers have
suggested that teams that eat together perform better together.8 Bringing
your people together for a meal is an excellent form of reward. A large
operator of showroom space we worked with implemented monthly
luncheswith theCEO for teams that performedwell everymonth.Teams
were nominated by their managers and had the opportunity to enjoy a
mealwith thehead of the company.The real power of this experiencewas
that staffers could ask the CEO anything they wanted, and soon this
event earned the reputation as being something special, because theCEO
waswilling to be transparent andhonest to those in attendance.Not only
was it an effective form of recognition, but it also became an important
communication mechanism throughout the company, as staff members
quickly shared what they learned from the CEO with others.

Teams might also enjoy being involved in a sport or activity outside
of work hours. Consider sponsoring such activities as a form of
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recognition. This form of recognition is particularly effective with
young people who seek additional stimulation and workers who are
more kinesthetically inclined. When I worked with a private resort in
Australia, we made an effort to create social and sporting outlets for the
400-odd staff members. The staff members welcomed the opportunity to
participate in sports and activities as recognition for all the work they
did. I think the key to this process is to ensure a variety of activities are
available so everyone can find something that interests them.

Offer Rewards That Matter

Next, ensure that any program that provides individual rewards offers ones
that matter to each individual employee. Know what is important to
individuals, whether it’s time off with the family, extra money for an
upcoming vacation, experiences theymightnot normally be able to access,
or opportunities to grow and be challenged. Everyone is different, so spend
some time to learn what each employee values the most. My company has
created a simple recognition survey that can be given to staff members to
learn how they would like to be recognized and what sort of rewards are
most meaningful to them.We encourage managers at other companies to
do the same. If the company is small, you can take the time to sit with each
person and get to know them and their recognition wish list.

Individual rewards do not need to be just money or things. Think
about various ways you can reinforce people’s efforts in simple ways,
such as with plaques or trophies, letters of commendation in their
employee files, some additional time off or breaks, a great parking spot
for the month, or even additional responsibilities. An article by Amy
Gallo in the Harvard Business Review suggested “rely[ing] on intrinsic
motivators, such as recognizing contributions, providing opportunities
to gain new skills or experiences, and supporting autonomy and choice
within a job.”9 Finding ways to recognize high-performing individuals
with growth opportunities, which we discuss in Chapter 10, is particu­
larly positive for both individuals and company.

When it comes to things that matter, Millennials have made it
clear that charitable contributions are important. A Fortune 500
article by Caroline Preston indicated that two-thirds of people
between the ages of 18 and 34 were at least somewhat more likely
to want to work for a company that gave to charity than one that did
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not.10 Some organizations are now including charitable contributions
in their recognition programs, allowing those being recognized to
make a donation to their charity of choice in lieu of a personal reward.
Goldman Sachs awarded $175,000 to winners of the Analyst Impact
Fund competition, in which teams of analysts around the world
competed for a grant for a nonprofit of their choice.11 Consider
how your organization can incorporate charitable donations within
your recognition system.

Make Peer-to-Peer Recognition Easy

Create a culture of recognition whereby staff can recognize their peers.
Think about it: Why should recognition be left just up to the managers
when it is the staff who probably have the greatest insight into who is truly
performing at their best. AsMichael Levy,CEOofOnlineRewards, stated
in a recent Culture Hacker podcast, “The objective of a recognition
program is to keep employees aware of it, engaged in it, and using it.
Programs should have a combination of employee-initiated and manager-
initiated rewards.”12 A number of recognition tools and software, includ­
ingMotivosity, Blueboard, Online Rewards, and Kudos, are available that
help facilitate this process easily and with integrity. In an article from
TINYpulse, an employee engagement software app provider, George
Dickson, marketing specialist for a rewards and recognition web platform,
states there are some unique benefits of supporting and ensuring that peer
recognition happens. He said that doing so is powerful, pertinent, scalable,
authentic, inclusive, and educational.13

Be Consistent

One final word of advice: Ensure that whatever program you implement
is manageable and affordable. In other words, do not create something
that could be taken away the moment financial performance stutters.
Ensure your program is something that is aligned with company values
and is appropriate for the company’s bottom line.

We worked with a university administrative group that told us how
an inability to be consistent with recognition awards hurt morale
significantly. One year the group provided their employee of the year
a trip to anyUSdestination.Due to budget constraints, the trip could not
be offered the next year. The administration did not announce this fact
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until the night of the awards. While the winner still received some great
compensation, they were still disappointed, the morale of the entire
employee group was hurt, and it damaged the reputation of the
recognition program. When it comes to recognition, live within your
means, and don’t underestimate the importance of consistency.

When an organization adheres to these five simple guidelines,
recognition truly will make a difference. The next business case high­
lights how implementing these guidelines can lead to great results, as
they have for Southwest Airlines.

Case Study: Southwest Airlines

Southwest Airlines (SWA) is one of the most recognized companies when it

comes to employee satisfaction and company culture. Their continued focus

on enhancing the employee experience has led to high employee retention

(2% voluntary turnover), engagement, and overall company performance.14

In 2013, SWA unveiled a new corporate vision and purpose, calling their

employees to action to make a meaningful difference in the lives of their

customers, coworkers, and communities.15 Southwest employs a multi­

dimensional recognition program that keeps employees striving for excel­

lence and reinforces their culture.

Recognition starts on the ground level with leaders saying thank you to

employeesoneachshift. This simple, yet highlyeffectivehabitmakesemployees

feel valued. Daily preshift meetings take place where both individual and team

achievements are highlighted.14 In addition, the Culture Committee hosts fre­

quent events to show appreciation for different departments. For example,

CultureCommitteememberswillmeet incomingplanes,help theflight attendants

clean the interior, and provide lunch for the pilots and flight attendants as away to

thank them for their efforts.16 Employees are also recognized for their tenure by

participating in the Annual Awards Banquet for milestone anniversaries.17

With more than 46,000 employees at SWA, the leadership team realized

that an easy to use, centralized technology platform would be helpful for

ongoing employee recognition. Southwest Airlines Gratitude Platform

(referred to as SWAG) is a customized platform that allows for centralized

recognition and incentive programs.18 SWAG points are earned from dis­

playing gratitude as a way of life. These points provide a way to appreciate

and recognize employees and teams who live the company’s values and are

high performers. SWAG points can be earned through management or peers,

making it easy for everyone to recognize each other on a consistent basis.

(continued )
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(continued )

SWAG points provide employees with a common currency that can be

exchanged for meaningful awards, including merchandise, gift cards, event

tickets, or guest travel passes.18 Employees who are recognized by cus­

tomers for their service, are shown appreciation in the company newsletter,

intranet, and via a daily video from the CEO shown during preshifts.14

Remember that a formal recognition program is one of the best ways
to socialize and direct staff members to achieve the desired performance
and have the attitude to make a difference. You want to have a
recognition program that recognizes how work gets done, not just
how much work gets done. Ensure that any recognition has meaning
to the person or team receiving it. Make it easy for staff members to
recognize each other and ensure that whatever program you implement
can be maintained and funded consistently.

So, make your recognition program meaningful and fun, and don’t
think it has to involve a large financial spend. As Sam Walton, the
founder of Walmart, said, “Appreciate everything your associates do for
the business. Nothing else can quite substitute for a few well-chosen,
well-timed, sincere words of praise. They’re absolutely free and worth a
fortune.”19

Culture Hack: Develop a recognition program that is
meaningful, repetitive, and simple to deliver.

1.	 Recognize those that achieve their goals by adhering to the desired

values and behaviors of the company.

2.	 Managers must informally acknowledge their people with simple thank

you’s for the formal recognition program to be credible.

3.	 A verbal or written thank-you is the most powerful and meaningful way

to recognize what is being done well.

4.	 Recognize both the individual and team in such a way that has

meaning to them. Provide them with reward options so their

recognition matters.

5.	 Allow employees to recognize each other.
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Tough Conversations and

Decisions

Why We Have People Who Would Be
Better Off as Customers than Employees

Executives owe it to the organization and their fellow workers not to tolerate
nonperforming people in important jobs.

Peter Drucker, management consultant1

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT ways to ensure the overall health of an
organization or of individual departments is to hold your people
accountable. The key is to do it respectfully and honestly. Although
this idea is rarely disputed, the reality is too many managers are not
holding poor performers accountable because they are not willing to
have tough conversations and make tough decisions.

Due to a lack of accountability, customers are forced to deal with
employees who do not give a damn about them or the business. In
addition, those employees who don’t really want to be there affect the
mindset and performance of all those they work with. As I pointed out
in Chapter 9, the performance and attitude of many of your staff is

113
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dictated by whether there is recognition for your best people and
consequences for your worst. I would suggest it is the lack of
accountability that is most detrimental to a team or an individual.
This seems to be especially prominent when the poor performance is
due to a person not doing things the right way or not adhering to the
company values.

During my speaking engagements, I often ask the audience to
think about the poorest-performing person, the one who is not a good
team member, does not meet commitments, or has a consistently bad
attitude. When I ask if everyone has one of those people on their
team, 99% say yes. Then I ask, “Why the heck are they still with
you?” The silence and looks on everyone’s faces are priceless. What is
even more interesting is that as I go around asking people why, they
normally offer a range of excuses, including the union, organizational
practices, and even their own culture. What they don’t say is that it’s
really because of them. Now, if I am working with an organization
and ask staff members the same questions, almost across the board
they will say it’s because the manager doesn’t hold people account­
able. This is the problem: Companies and managers have stopped
having tough conversations and making the tough decisions. As a
result, employees who should not be there remain in the role long
after their expiration date. And by the way, while they remain, some
of your best people may leave due to this lack of accountability and
action.

Identify Who Needs a Tough Conversation and Who
Needs to Go

Let’s go back and think about defining performance; in Chapter 5, we
indicated that performance should be based on two things—(1)
whether employees are able to contribute to the company objectives
through their own abilities to deliver the necessary results, and (2) how
those results are obtained. You cannot have people achieving required
results to the detriment of others. Jack Welch described the idea of
performance based on achieving results and sharing values in General
Electric’s 2000 annual report, where he defined four types of managers.2

The four types of managers are defined next.
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Four Types of Managers

■ Type 1: These people deliver on their commitments and share the
company values. As we described in Chapter 8, these are the
people you have to recognize and reward.

■ Type 2: These people are unable to deliver or inconsistent in deliver­
ing the required results but have the right mindsets and attitudes that
make themagood fit culturally. For thesepeople you should consider
investing in their skill development and training to help themget better
results. It is important that for these people you place a time limit on
how long you will invest in their training and skill development
because sometimes you have the right people in the wrong role.
There may be another role that better suits their talents.

■ Type 3: These people neither achieve the required results nor
adhere to the company values. You have to just ask yourself why
are they still working with you.While these people are often easy to
identify, it is not so easy to understand why they are still working
with you. These people must be involved in a disciplinary process
that could lead to their termination.

■ Type 4: These people deliver on their commitments but are unable
to do so without upsetting others or by adhering to your company’s
values. Thesepeople require a tough conversation about theway in
which they work. If they cannot improve their work habits, behav­
iors, or attitude then youmust engage in a disciplinary process until
they improve or leave the company. These people are the most
difficult to manage because they deliver the right results, just in the
wrong way. I have seen in many instances where a company or
manager has ignored any behavioral or team issues from this
person because they need their sales, knowledge, or experience.
Unfortunately this focus on deliverables is at the expense of the
morale and welfare of other employees around them.

Simply put, of the four types that Jack Welch talked about, two
groups require tough conversations and three groups potentially require
you to make some tough decisions. Whether we like it or not, as
managers, in order to maintain the right culture and ensure the overall
success of the organization, we must be able to talk or take action with
those employees who are unable to perform.

The next case study highlights the culture of accountability at GE.
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Case Study: General Electric

Throughout the years, General Electric (GE) has focused onmaking progress

in all aspects of the business, including culture. It is this relentless focus on

improvement that has led to the company’s continued success. The culture at

GE has evolved, yet the focus on people and accountability remains strong.

During his tenure, JackWelch made it a priority for GE to revitalize the human

engine through the transformation of attitudes at GE. He aimed to encourage

creativity and feelings of ownership and self-worth.3

Performance is based not only on what is accomplished, but also how

it is accomplished. As Ragu Krishnamoorthy, vice president of Human

Resources at GE Healthcare explains, “The heart of our system has always

been about the enormous time commitments the organization and the

leadership devote to the conversation about people.”4 Performance man­

agement has remained an important part of what makes GE successful.

Discussions regarding performance are frequent, thorough, and centered on

the company’s values.

As Jack Welch stated, “Real communication takes countless hours of

eyeball to eyeball, back and forth. It means more listening than talking.” Jack

Welch held his managers accountable, ensuring they were open, accessible,

and straight forward. In his words, “you build the best team, you win.”5 His

model is a great tool to consider when determining where your staff or

managers fall in regards to performance and maintaining company values.

We have utilized this model in organizations of all sizes and it continues

to be a simple and easily adapted model to identify those that need either

recognition, training, a tough conversation, or even to be let go.

Having the Tough Conversations

There are many work environments in which people believe that there is
no point for formal disciplinary action, because nothing will happen
anyway. I have found this attitude in many union environments where
managers have become frustrated by their inability to remove truly poor
performers. In certain businesses it can be tough to get people terminated
but if managers give up on holding people accountable when it is
deserved, then not only do they give up one of their important responsi­
bilities as a manager, but they also give up on their people. As I have
already indicated, you aremore likely than not to have at least one person
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that should not be with you due to performance issues. And I am betting
that as you read this, you are thinking about exactly who they are.

Now, if there is no accountability, then managers are telling the rest
of the team that underperforming does not matter and that there are no
consequences for bad performance. As mentioned in Chapter 8, a lack
of recognition or repercussions sets companies up for bad performance
from 75% of the team. The impact this can have on your best and
brightest people, those who strive to deliver on the commitments in the
right way, is significant, completely frustrating them, demotivating
them, and setting them up to leave. Whether you like it or not, without
accountability, your people’s mindsets will suffer and your customer
experience will disappoint.

Well-known speaker Peter Bromberg says, “When we avoid difficult
conversations we trade short term discomfort for long term dys­
function.”7 This is a great way to sum up what happens when we
fail to hold people accountable—long-term dysfunction. But it does not
need to be this way; let’s address that short-term discomfort and how to
be more confident in formal disciplinary actions.

In January 2002, Beth Axelrod, Helen Handfield-Jones, and Ed
Michaels released a study in Harvard Business Review of 239 companies
that found that high-performing organizations are 33% more likely to
take deliberate action against average performers than moderately
performing companies.7 The study found that the number one reason
managers did not react to an associate’s bad performance is, under­
standably, an emotional one. We are unwilling to move on people with
whomwe have worked for a number of years or who have contributed to
the company for a long time. The second most common reason was the
fear of litigation or having to deal with unions. Other reasons include
not knowing what to do, not knowing how to do it, or failing to
understand how critical it is to conduct formal disciplinary action.
Managing average players is as important in a department’s or com­
pany’s success as selecting and energizing the right players. Holding
associates accountable is not about being mean or tough; it’s about
being relentlessly focused on performance.

So, how do we have tough conversations, and what is the best way
to approach employees in need of direction? First of all, check with your
human resources department, if you have one, for your rules of engage­
ment. Most companies have a detailed process and forms to be used
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when giving formal feedback. Each organization is slightly different
when it comes to the process, but the most important thing is that there
is a process. If you do not have rules of engagement to guide you when
having tough conversations, consider using the ones in the next box.

Rules of Engagement for Tough Conversations

■ Choose a setting for the conversation that is private and allows for
two-way interaction. Think about whether anyone else needs to be
involved. Sometimes it is a good idea to have a witness. Other
times, another person might have some information or feedback
that is essential to the conversation. These conversations don’t
need to be just between the two of you.

■ Be prepared. Come to the meeting ready with key points on what
you want to talk about and some real and recent examples of where
the employee’s performance was not up to standard. Bring solid
facts, not opinions. The more objective the conversation, the better.

■ Make sure to begin any conversation by reinforcing the team
member’s value and strengths. Remember: The goal of any
conversation is to turn performance around rather than to further
erode an already shaky relationship. Always treat underperformers
well no matter how much they frustrate you. French leader
Napoleon Bonaparte was famous for dealing with poor performers
with “an iron hand in a velvet glove.”8 Firmness works better when
employed with courtesy and manners.

■ Center the discussion around values and seek the teammember’s
input during the conversation. For examples of effective terminol­
ogy, revisit the Culture Hacker Informal Feedback Model from
Chapter 6.

■ Form a plan for improved performance over the next 30 days, with
specific agreed-on results to be achieved or conditions of improve­
ment to be met. Having a plan at the end of the conversation is key
in identifying both what managers are willing to do to enable team
member performance and what is to be expected from them in
return. The outcomes must be clear.

■ Document conversations for the employee’s file. Keep a record of
conversations so that if the decision to terminate the relationship is
made, the company has a history and record of trying to help the
employee improve performance.
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As we enable our people, we play the role of a coach. In that role,
we have to remain focused on what is best for the team and what needs
to happen to give the team the best chance to succeed. Although it
requires tough love, being a great coach and enabling people is the only
way they will get to places they could not have reached alone.
American football coach Tom Landry explained, “A coach is someone
who tells you what you don’t want to hear so that you can see what you
don’t want to see so that you can be what you’ve always wanted to be.”9

This is a perfect quote to summarize why these tough conversations are
necessary.

Making the Tough Decisions

Now let’s talk tough decisions, even though I would argue that the
decision should not be that tough if you have done everything you
can to set someone up for success and have had the tough conver­
sations. Some people make better customers than they do employees,
and there are moments when you should help those employees see
that and be that. When I was managing in hospitality, I came across
many employees who obviously should not have been interacting
with the public. You probably have met them when you have been
shopping, dining, calling, or staying at a hotel. Most likely, they are
the ones who got into hospitality because it was an easy job and
could help pay the bills. The problem was, and still is, many of them
stayed even though their hospitality job was meant to be just a short-
term gig. When I see employees who obviously do not like serving
customers or guests, my first reaction is not to blame them but their
managers, the people who are allowing these poor performers to
remain in place. The managers are just not willing to make tough
decisions.

When it comes to letting someone go, I do not do this lightly,
because as a manager, it is important to look at yourself first in such
situations. The owner, executive, or manager must ask themselves,
“Have I done everything in my power to make that employee success­
ful?” If you are wondering what it means to make an employee successful
then this is a perfect moment to think about rereading the first eight
chapters. Setting your people up for success means selecting them for
both job and cultural fit; orienting and onboarding them correctly;
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enabling them with the right training, resources, and information;
providing them with fair and consistent coaching; and finally, if they
are failing to meet performance expectations, having a series of tough
conversations with them. If you feel that you have done all of this, then
the decision to let employees go should not be difficult. Remember—
firing someone should not be a surprise for either party if you have
followed the path laid out in this book and the rules for tough
conversations.

Many managers say that the difficulty in letting someone go is often
about not wanting to be short-staffed. The thinking is, it is better to
have warm bodies, even if they are bad at their jobs, than to have no
one. Let me make this clear: This is not better. This is lazy. Not only is
having people who frustrate and disappoint customers unacceptable,
but the real damage may be happening when they do the same with
their co-workers.

There are, of course, emotional considerations, especially when
the people you have to fire are those you have known for a long time.
There are considerations for them as people and for their families. But
remember, in many instances, you may be doing them a favor by
forcing them to think about and get a job that better suits their
abilities and/or personalities. Remember, Steve Jobs was fired by
Apple. In his own words, he said, “It turned out that getting fired
from Apple was the best thing that could have ever happened to
me. . . . It freed me to enter one of the most creative periods of my
life.”10 Of course, he then went back to Apple and, due to this creative
period, changed the world.

I think being willing to let someone go is, especially important
with young people, a real opportunity for them, even if they are not
likely to agree at the time. Do not allow people who are in their first or
second jobs to stick around doing something they are obviously not
suited for or interested in. As I have said, too many employees stick
around in jobs they hate or are not good at. Letting people in their 20s
go is a lot easier and more humane than having to let them go in their
40s or 50s.

While emotions are involved in the decision to let someone go,
the decision to fire someone should not be an emotional one. Never fire
someone on the spur of the moment when you are upset. Firing someone
is a serious decision, and it deserves due process and consideration. The
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decision to let someone go should be based on a series of facts, informal
feedback sessions, and conversations. Remember, there are rules in your
state about firing someone. Ensure you are following not just your
company guidelines but those of your state and all other applicable
laws. Readers in the United States can visit the Department of Labor
website (www.dol.gov) to review applicable state and federal laws related
to termination of employment.

The toughest decision you will have to make is when someone
delivers the results you want but unfortunately does so at the expense of
peers. However, as we discussed in Chapter 2, your values should act as
your guide for these decisions. When you make decisions with your
values in mind, you should feel comfortable and confident that you are
making the right ones. As reported by the New York Times, a Daimler
executive was removed after accusations that he had insulted Chinese
people during a squabble over parking spots.11 Regardless of the exact
details of the incident, Daimler acted quickly and removed the exec­
utive from his role. Why? Well, if you consider that one of Daimler’s
Guiding Principles is respect and the company states that “economic
excellence can only be permanently achieved if the company’s actions
are aligned with ethical principles that are accepted and perceived to be
fair,” then you can begin to understand why Daimler made this decision
quickly and confidently.12

Having worked within the automotive industry, I have seen this
situation many times, especially with salespeople who are the dealer­
ship’s top performers. The top salespeople are allowed to do whatever
they want internally, knowing they are safe from being let go because
they deliver on or above their sales numbers every month. The decision
to let a top performer go is hard; however, almost without exception,
when the tough decision was made to remove that salesperson, the
overall numbers never dropped, because everyone else on the team
performed better and, at the same time, enjoyed coming to work.
Removing those whose actions are not aligned with the desired values-
based behaviors of the organization may be the toughest decision a
manager makes, but when it is in alignment with company values, it is
the right decision. I have seen this be one of the most powerful actions
to improve company culture or the attitude on a team.

Always show respect and consideration for any employee you are
about to let go. Many of the rules we suggest are in place to allow

http://www.dol.gov
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employees to maintain their dignity. The next box presents some simple
best practices for when you must let someone go.

Termination Best Practices

■ Hold a termination meeting so that letting someone go happens in
person—never by email, note, or over the phone.

■ Have two people from the company attend, with one person acting
as the witness. The witness should be another manager or
someone from human resources.

■ Conduct the meeting in private and away from other employees.
Conduct the meeting at the end of the day, once other staff
members have gone, to make the person’s exit easier and
more private.

■ Keep the meeting short, about the facts, and respectful. Ensure
you have prepared a detailed list of previous conversations and
documentation that has brought both parties to this point. As we
have said, your decision should not be a surprise to anyone in the
room.

■ Have all the logistics worked out. Have the employee’s last
paycheck ready. Ensure you have a list of the company equip­
ment, identifications, and keys to be returned.

■ Ensure the information technology department is in the loop if
passwords and access need to be restricted. These restrictions
should be put into place before the meeting is concluded. Security
might need to be involved in any situation where employees
become upset or vengeful. Sometimes dismissed employees
must be escorted to collect their personal belongings and out
the door, which is why having termination meetings at the end of
the day when everyone else is gone has benefits.

When you have let someone go, it is okay to discuss the situation
with remaining staff members. Remember to remain positive about
the employee who was let go and saddened that it had to come to this.
However, letting other employees know that the termination was
based on an inability to meet the requirements of the job or to do their
job in the right way is an important and powerful message, which I
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believe can lead to positive improvements in the performance and
attitude of others. As Jack Welch said in a 2001 interview after
leaving GE, “I was a gardener providing water and other nourishment
to our top 750 people. Of course, I had to pull out some weeds, too.”13

And so it is with you: Enable and empower your best people, reward
them, and make them better, but understand that along the way,
letting a few people go is part of the responsibility of being a good
manager and leader.

Paul Foster, CEO and founder of The Business Therapist, an online
coaching tool said, “Dealing with employee issues can be difficult, but
not dealing with them can be worse.”14 Stop being afraid of tough
conversations and making difficult decisions about people who do not
perform. Successful organizations and managers do both. These tough
conversations and decisions are not about emotions, personalities, or
bias; they are about being relentlessly focused on the performance of
your company and the good of your people.

Culture Hack: Hold your people accountable
respectfully and honestly.

1. Don’t avoid having difficult conversations or making tough decisions

with those that need it because it is uncomfortable.

2. Apply the four types of the managers/staff model to help identify the

type of performance plan for each member of your team. Consider

what conversations and decisions need to be made.

3. Be willing to have the tough conversations with staff or managers who

meet their commitments but fail to do so in such a way that is aligned

with your values and aligned with being a good team member.

4. Ensure that you have your own “rules of engagement” that outlines

how everyone in the organization should have tough conversations in

a professional, respectful, and detailed manner.

5. Be willing to terminate an employee when they continue to perform

poorly or not promulgate company values once you have had conver­

sations regarding performance and provided the resources and sup­

port to facilitate an improvement.
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10
Career Development

It’s at the Heart of Long-Term Employee
Commitment, Yet No One Is Doing

Anything about It

It does not matter how slowly you go as long as you do not stop.
Confucius1

IT IS TIME TO TALK about career development, a topic on every employ­
ee’s mind but one that doesn’t seem to be as important for many
employers. You must have a framework and plan to develop your people
and invest in their career.

Let’s begin by thinking about what career development means. In
his 2010 book Employee Training and Development, Raymond A. Noe
explains that career development is “the idea of looking at an
employee’s career as a whole and designing different sets of formal
training, developmental activities, and relationships at each stage.”2

In short, career development is about investing in the skills and
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abilities of your people while providing them with mentoring and
coaching for direction. This seems like a very reasonable expectation
for today’s modern employee, and one that provides a lot of value to
the company as well.

It seems over the past couple of years I have been asking
employees more and more about their career development aspira­
tions and whether they believe their current company is able to
satisfy those needs. The feedback is concerning in that career
development just does not seem to be a priority for many organiza­
tions today. Yet, with benefits of higher job performance, increased
engagement, and lower turnover—all of which positively impact the
bottom line, customer satisfaction, and staff mindset—there is a
strong business case for investing in career development. So why are
companies not focusing on it? Well, based on our conversations with
many human resources professionals and business managers, they
definitely know of the importance of career development, so there is
the talk, but in reality, there’s just not a lot of action. A lack of time,
resources, planning, and understanding all contribute to companies
not investing in one of the more important cultural mechanisms,
career development. An old quote says: “When all is said and done,
more is said than done.” That can apply to many of the ideas we
focus on in this book, but it seems to be extremely prevalent in
regard to career development.

One concerning attitude that we have come across with managers
and small business owners is the belief that there is no point investing
in staffers, especially young people, because they are just going to
leave anyway. You hear about this a lot, and I think this is a perfect
example of a self-fulfilling prophecy, because that lack of investment
in an employee’s career is probably one of the main reasons they leave
you, especially if they are good. And although the cost of investing in
staffers who may not stay is significant, consider the cost if they do
stay and continue to take care of your customers in a mediocre,
disengaged manner. Investing in your employees’ careers shows that
you care about them beyond just the job, and that care goes a long
way toward instilling in your team the right culture and attitudes.
Anne M. Mulcahy, the former chair and CEO of Xerox Corporation,
put it best when she said: “Employees who believe that management
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is concerned about them as a whole person—not just an employee—are
more productive, more satisfied, more fulfilled. Satisfied employees mean
satisfied customers, which leads to profitability.”3

The Benefits of Investing in the Careers of Your
Current Team

Career development is about showing concern for your staff as indi­
viduals, but it also has some excellent returns for your business. First of
all, it reduces turnover. According to a 2012 Randstad Employee
Survey, 86% of employees quit their jobs due to a lack of career
development.4 Turnover is a big expense for many companies, and
with younger workers comfortable moving from company to company,
any opportunity to keep your best staff and managers a little longer
would seem welcome.

An emphasis on career development also encourages people to
work harder. Herman Aguinis and Kurt Kraiger’s 2009 study in the
Annual Review of Psychology showed that employees work harder for an
organization and stay longer when the organization shows it values the
employees by making their career development a priority.5 Employers
like when their employees work harder, so there’s another important
win for career development.

And, as we discussed in Chapter 7, career development affects
employee engagement—the ability to have staff members be and
produce in the moment. A report recently released by Career Engage­
ment Group, a career path software company, found that the main
reasons for employees choosing to leave their employers were career and
job factors, followed by a lack of development and advancement.6

There’s another important reason that career development should be
high on your priority list—to help positively influence how your staffers
feel about coming to work.

According to Aon Hewitt, a human capital consulting firm, in
2013, the most important driver of engagement was career opportuni­
ties.7 This trend only seems to be becoming more pervasive, with Aon
Hewitt stating in 2015 that “career opportunities [are] the number one
driver of engagement globally.”8 Aon Hewitt’s research in 2013 found
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that four of the top six engagement drivers were career related.9 Here
are some of the key takeaways from that study:

Key Findings in Aon Hewitt 2013 Research

■ Ensure your staff can see clearly how they can grow with you and
that development is a priority. People who see this are more likely
to be motivated to grow both the business and themselves.

■ Give your people opportunities to develop the necessary skills and
training to grow not only into their current roles but to also prepare
for future roles.

■ Managers should take a personal interest in the careers and
motivation of staff members.

Next let’s consider the role of the organization, manager, and
employee, and how they can work together to create a culture positively
influenced by career development.

Career Development Must Be Organizationally Supported

Your employees want to develop and grow and this happens quickly and
more easily when they know a career is possible. Owners, executives,
and managers have a responsibility to ensure that career development is
a focus for the organization. In a recent podcast, career expert Anne
Fulton said, “By neglecting the career question and not bringing it out,
you are taking a massive risk. Pretending it is not an issue is not going to
help. Making it open and transparent and having a conversation
around it will.”10

I have often spoken to organizations about this, and I am convinced
that many organizations and managers are afraid of career development
because they cannot guarantee promotions. However, when you set up
paths for promotion, you do not have to promise employees positions in
your company. What you are promising is that they will be prepared for
promotion either in or outside of your organization. This is important to
all staff members but especially to younger people, who want to know
right away how you can develop them. Remember, they are comfortable
enough to make a jump if a position is not open with you, but you are
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likely to keep them longer and performing at a higher level by
identifying paths to promotion.

So, organizationally, you have to lay out a path for each position in
your organization. This path should outline the requirements, experi­
ence, and education necessary to excel and achieve a position. By
spending time defining the path and performance expectations for each
position, you make the process of promotions and development con­
sistent and clear throughout your business.

Next, as an organization, you need to provide training and oppor­
tunities to gain experience for staff. This is a significant investment but
one that is necessary to keep your best and brightest. This training and
experience is particularly important in the development of young
managers. I believe that the process of beginning leadership develop­
ment after people already have a management title is outdated. Think
about the damage that could be done while new, and often young,
managers try to work out what they should be doing in their new role.
Management and leadership training should be offered and available to
staff members after they complete their onboarding process. Developing
an organization of future leaders may be one of the best ways not only to
hold on to your best staff but to improve your customers’ experience and
the overall organizational performance.

Finally, the organization should support an official mentoring pro­
gram. We mentioned how this is important for new staff in Chapter 3,
but the real benefit comes in guiding career development, particularly in
later stages of growth. According to the online talent solution provider
Insala in their 2014EmployeeCareerDevelopment survey report, 17%of
respondents believe that mentoring is the most effective method of
career development for director level and above, and 36% believe that
mentoring is the most effective method for all employees.11

Connecting people throughout your organization with seasoned
experts in their fields is invaluable for those being mentored, and it
also provides mentors with the opportunity to help others. As Gerry
Harvey, executive chairman of Harvey Norman Holdings, said, “I get
a great deal of joy out of helping people who, over the years, I’ve
spent a lot of time mentoring—and just trying to get them to another
level.”12 Reverse mentoring also seems to be gaining prevalence
today, whereby young people can provide valuable insights on their
Generation Y or Z values, priorities, and what’s new with technology.
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The bottom line is that mentoring can have a remarkably positive
impact on the mindset and loyalty of young people. As US politician
Kirsten Gillibrand said, “A strong mentor can help a young woman
find and advance in the career of her dreams that otherwise may have
seemed impossible.”13

Career Development Must Be Manager Enabled

Managers must take an interest in the development of their people.
This idea is reinforced by Jennifer Robison, a senior editor of the
Gallup Business Journal in a 2008 article, which found that when
someone at work talked to staff members about their progress, the staff
members were 92% more likely to stay with the company for another

14year.
Unfortunately, some managers are so insecure in their own roles

and abilities that they focus on keeping staff members in the same
roles and places to avoid them showing their ability, instead of trying
to make them great. Again, I believe that the only way a manager can
become truly indispensable to an organization is to become dispens­
able—in other words, by developing people to take on the manager’s
role. Fortunately, because younger workers are so comfortable leaving
jobs and managers, we can see more easily which managers are not
doing their job of growing talent. Organizations should identify
managers who are not creating the right culture for growth and
development and consider whether or not they are truly adding value
to the business. Think about which managers this might apply to in
your own organization.

One method to orient managers toward their career development
responsibilities is to make it an expectation and measure on which their
performance is assessed. By adding the responsibility of career develop­
ment to any manager performance program or incentives you orient and
influence them to make a difference with their staff.

Career Development Must Be Individually Driven

Entrepreneur Chris Grosser said it best: “Opportunities don’t happen,
you create them.”15 This should be a reminder to every one of your staff
members as they must take responsibility for their own career and its
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development. For them to do this, the organization must align with
their personal values and talents, something we spoke about in
Chapter 3 on selection and Chapter 5 on performance.

Although the business and managers play a significant role in
creating a culture around career development, employees should be
required to show that they want a career and are willing to invest in
themselves. To do this, they must take the initiative to seek out the
offered training and mentorship opportunities. As you map out paths
to achieving promotions or qualifications, ensure you also are requir­
ing employees to engage in personal research, reading, and learning in
addition to what the organization is providing to them. Marriott
International is a great example of how focusing on career develop­
ment helps the company align with its value of “We put people

16
first.”

Case Study: Marriott International

The hospitality industry has long been plagued with high turnover. In 2015,

turnover soared to 72.1% for the industry.17 However, Marriott has

remained a place where employees want to stay and build their careers.18

Over 10,000 Marriott employees have been at the company for over 20

years, a number many hospitality operators only dream of.18 Bill Marriott

explains that a happy workforce is a cost-saving strategy due to the benefits

of having a seasoned staff that know the expectations and are aligned with

the company’s vision and values.18 One way Marriott has been able to

retain their best people is through delivering on their value of putting people

first, which includes an opportunity for employees to grow and advance their

careers.

Although there are many perks and benefits provided to Marriott

employees, perhaps the most important one is the opportunity for growth and

career development. As explained by Daniel Naden, a general manager for one

of the properties, “the biggest perk is the opportunity.”18 At the organizational

level, continuous training and development is an important piece for all

employees. Marriott is often recognized for their extensive training programs,

both in-person and through their online portal that offers content in a variety of

areas.19 Marriott’s Voyage Global Leadership Development program is

designed for new college graduates looking to gain hands-on experience and

learn more about leadership before diving into management.20 All of these

(continued )
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(continued )

programs are designed to provide the knowledge and skills needed for

employees to advance their careers.

A culture of mentorship and coaching keeps career conversations at the

forefront of everyone’s minds. A large number of the managers in the

company have a history of working their way up from line-level positions. It is

made known to all that the opportunity exists for employees to advance their

careers; however, employees must put in the time and effort necessary for

their own development. Stephanie Linnartz, chief marketing and commercial

officer, explains “There’s the idea that anyone can make it to the top here if

you work really hard.”21

By implementing a career development program that any person who

works hard can be involved in, that managers promote, and that the orga­

nization is committed to, you can have a company that people will be happy to

remain a part of.

When it comes to career development, Anne Fulton and Jo Mills,
authors of The Career Engagement Game, recapped my thinking
perfectly: “Within your career engagement strategy should be three
tiers of initiative at play: Individual empowerment . . . leader enable­
ment . . . [and] organizational effectiveness.”22 When all three ele­
ments come together you have a career development framework that
will positively impact your employees and how they think and feel
about your organization.

Career development is yet another area where technology and
software can make a significant difference. Software, such as Fuel 50,
Halogen, and Talent Guard, enables employees to take ownership of
their careers while providing managers and companies key insights into
employee aspirations and fit for the future.

Career development is a critical element of your team’s mindset
and attitude, and it is only becoming more vital as time goes on.
Consider your strategy today, and be prepared to make career develop­
ment a priority, because your staff already does. You must ensure there is
a career development program in place that is organizationally sup­
ported, manager enabled, but individually driven.



Career Development 135

Culture Hack: Build a framework for developing your
people and growing their careers.

1. Invest in the skills and abilities of your people to achieve promotions

both inside and outside of your organization.

2. Career conversations must be a priority if you want to retain your best

people. It also positively affects job performance and employee

engagement.

3. Organizations must provide a career path for each position, detailing

the requirements, experience, and education needed to fulfill that role.

The organization must offer training programs and opportunities to

gain experience in different roles.

4. Managers should be incentivized and recognized when they are able

to develop the job skills, managerial responsibilities, and leadership

abilities of their people.

5. Provide training and development opportunities whereby the employee

can take the initiative and responsibility for their own development.
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11
Communication

Why One Size or One Way Doesn’t Fit All

Wise men speak because they have something to say; fools because they have to say
something.

—Plato, Greek philosopher

COMMUNICATION MAY BE OUR MOST important cultural tool, just as it may
be our most important business, leadership, and managerial tool. It is
everything and, really, the foundation of many of the mechanisms we
have discussed so far. You must be willing to utilize multiple mediums
and platforms effectively to ensure your messages are heard and
understood. Author John W. Gardner suggested, “If one had to
name a single, all-purpose instrument of leadership, it would be
communication.”1

Communication is how any manager or business socializes its
employees to understand what is most important and how to be
successful while also keeping everyone up to date with what is hap­
pening around the office and with the business.
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When my team and I begin working with an organization, one of
the first cultural mechanisms we test is communication. We look at the
various mediums being utilized and spend time talking to front-line staff
members about how they are communicated to and what information is
shared with them. We also talk to the front-line supervisors who are
caught between management and staff—literally between a rock and a
hard place. What we often find is too much reliance on emails by
managers, boring and ineffective meetings, front-line staffers who have
become resigned to a lack of communication, and frustrated front-line
managers or supervisors who are just trying to do the best they can to
interpret messages and appease staff. Sound familiar? The communica­
tion problem in many organizations is severely hurting employees’
experience and company culture.

Communication Is All about Understanding

When considering the communication process and programming in
your company or department, you have to consider the most important
aspect of communication—understanding. To communicate effec­
tively, the audience must understand what is being communicated;
otherwise there is no communication. Former CEO of Sovereign Bank
(now Santander Bank) Jay Sidhu wrote: “Communication is in the
mind of the recipient: you’re just making noise if the other person does
not hear you.”2

What does that noise sound like?Well, think about Charlie Brown’s
teacher, Miss Othmar. Remember what she sounds like? Whenever she
talks, it’s “Wha, Wha, Wha, Wha, Wha,” and this is exactly what
managers sound like when team members do not understand the words
coming out of their mouths, their emails, or their meetings. As Ameri­
can journalist William H. Whyte once eloquently wrote: “The great
enemy of communication . . . is the illusion of it.”3 Unfortunately,
many managers seem to be permanently under this illusion.

When it comes to communication through any medium, the focus
must be on the recipient’s understanding rather than on just sending
messages. As American journalist Sidney J. Harris once said, “The two
words ‘information’ and ‘communication’ are often used interchange­
ably, but they signify quite different things. Information is giving out;
communication is getting through.”4 Often managers and organizations
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are too focused on giving out messages and information rather than the
act of communication.

“Communication” is defined as “the act or process of using words,
sounds, signs, or behaviors to express or exchange information.”5 I
suggest that the word “exchange” is the most important because
communication should go two ways, and it requires a level of under­
standing from the person being communicated to. As an organization,
are you communicating to your staff with the goal of ensuring under­
standing or just sending out a lot of information?

If communication is mostly about the recipients’ understanding,
then it is useful to know that people process information differently
and, therefore, communication cannot just be delivered in one way.
The VAK (visually, auditorily, and kinesthetically) model for
learning proposed by Walter Burke Barbe is useful because it allows
us to understand how people process information, which is essential
to communication. People learn visually, auditorily, or kinestheti­
cally, with one method the predominant way by which they learn
and process information.6 Visual learners prefer seeing or reading to
understand, while auditory learners process by listening. Kinesthetic
learners learn by experience and doing, and they just happen to be
the group we are least effective in communicating to when with
lectures. Although it is not likely that you will know each employ­
ee’s learning preference, knowing the different learning types may
help you start to send messages via multiple mediums. Note that we
are not saying that you must change your messages; rather you
should present them in as many different ways as possible.

It is the responsibility of the manager to check for understanding.
When I first became a hotel housekeeping manager, I knew nothing
about the department or what good housekeeping entailed. On my
second day, my general manager called and asked me to spin the carpet
in the front of the house. In my mind, this meant turning the carpet 180
degrees. In the housekeeping world, however, it meant spin bonneting
the carpet using a spin bonnet machine. As I knew little about the
housekeeping world at the time, I just turned the carpet, literally
picking it up and turning it. A few hours later, the general manager
called, asking why I had not spun the carpet. I replied I had and got into
a short but heated debate, believing I had completed the task. He asked
me what I did, and I explained that I had turned the carpet. He began
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laughing, called me a couple of NSFW words, and then explained what
I was meant to do. This example has always stuck with me, and I use it a
lot, asking audiences who they believe was at fault in the communica­
tion process. Most people believe communication is the responsibility
of both parties, which in the normal world is true. However, as a
manager, you are responsible for the communication process and for
ensuring understanding. If communication is done correctly, you would
avoid examples like the one I just described.

For communication to be effective in your organization, there needs
to be an investment and emphasis by the organization on teaching
managers how to use the various mediums available to them correctly
and consistently.

Next let us consider all the ways we can communicate our messages
efficiently and effectively to our staff and teams.

Communicating Effectively When Speaking

When managers are speaking to staff members, they must remember
that just having a title does not necessarily make them effective
communicators. Unfortunately, some of the worst speakers use their
titles and authority to create the illusion (to themselves) that they are
effective. These managers think that their titles mean they can say
something once and everyone listening will automatically understand
what is meant and will execute on it perfectly. This is a sure-fire way for
everyone listening to end up frustrated and confused. Speaking,
whether one-on-one or to a group, is a skill, and one that the
organization should help their managers develop.

Having researched and delivered many communication training
programs over the years, I can provide some important insights into how
a manager can speak most effectively to their people to ensure under­
standing. To begin with, managers must think about keeping their
messages short and simple. It is important to get to the point quickly
and clearly to promote understanding. I utilize a quote from Winston
Churchill, the former UK prime minister, to remind me about the
importance of getting to the point. He said, “If you have an important
point to make, don’t try to be subtle or clever. Use a pile driver. Hit the
point once. Then, come back and hit it again. Then hit it a third time—
a tremendous whack.”7 So, ensure your managers consider what point
they are trying to make and how to deliver it in simple terms. Then
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remind them that they need to repeat it over and over again to ensure it
takes hold.

Regardless of the audience, the timing of when a manager speaks
and the environment in which they speak are important considerations.
Let’s begin with timing. When speaking to staff, either individually or
as a group, the time of day matters. Talking to staff in the middle of a
busy day or at the end of a day is just not effective; they won’t be
listening. If managers have something important to say, they should do
so when staff members can focus best and avoid distractions, which is
usually in the morning or at the beginning of their day or shift. Likewise,
where managers speak makes a difference in how communication is
received. Speaking to your people in the operation, surrounded by a lot
of activity, customers, or noise, is not conducive to effective commu­
nication. Communicate in a place where the distractions are at a
minimum. As we discuss later in this chapter, preshift meetings are great
communication vehicles when managing an operation because they
occur before any work begins.

The essential aspect of any verbal communication is actually
checking for understanding. If understanding is the goal, then com­
munication must be two way so you can get the necessary feedback to
determine whether an understanding has been reached. But please do
not think, as many managers do, that by just asking “Do you under­
stand?” the task of communication and checking for understanding is
done. As I have learned over the years, many times people answer this
question without thinking. As a young manager, I thought I was a great
communicator with my 100-plus-person housekeeping team, for many
of whom English was the second language, because every time I asked
“Do you understand?,” I always heard back “Yes.” With the accompa­
nying nodding of heads. The reality was only a few understood what I
said, relying on those that did to translate after each meeting. I have
also seen and heard managers ask their staff to repeat back to them what
was just said. Again, this does not really check for understanding,
merely an ability to repeat information.

Rather than merely relying on such memorized responses, managers
need to be more involved in the communication process and require
explanations or demonstrations of what is expected rather than just
positive affirmations. Ask staff members to tell you in their own words
what they are going to do based on what has been communicated. If
time permits, have them demonstrate what they will do. Some staffers
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told me this was micromanaging; to them I replied, “I call it
communication.”

Finally, when managers speak, they must believe in what they are
saying. Too many times, managers communicate something important
without conviction, or their body language and facial expressions
contradict what they are saying. Managers lose credibility and believa­
bility quickly when the words they speak do not match up with their
nonverbal signals.

Dr. Albert Mehrabian, author of Silent Messages, conducted several
studies on nonverbal communication. His research should be a
reminder for every manager, as he found that when communicating,
55% of the message is conveyed through nonverbal cues, such as body
language and facial expressions, 38% through the tone of voice, and
only 7% from the actual words used.8

The idea of nonverbal communication becomes even more impor­
tant when thinking about your organization’s values. Managers are
intended to be the champions of the company values, able to explain
why those values and behaviors are important and to demonstrate what
is expected of each associate. How can a manager expect their staff to
buy in to the values of the company if their nonverbal signals don’t
indicate their own commitment to them? Organizations need to ensure
that their managers are able to communicate verbally and nonverbally
their commitment to and understanding of the values.

To recap, when managers are speaking, they should keep it short
and simple, get to the point, ensure they communicate at a time and in a
place that avoids distractions, pay attention to their nonverbal signals
and body language, and, finally, check for understanding by asking for
explanations or demonstrations.

Communicating Effectively When Writing

Communication often takes place through written notes, notices, and
emails. Although the written word is often considered less effective
than the spoken word because it mostly fails to communicate emo­
tions and feelings, it is still very important in business today. Remem­
ber, visual learners like to process their information by reading and
seeing, so a group of your employees will actually prefer to get written
messages.
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Written messages are extremely important ways to reinforce spoken
communication and to communicate facts, data, or scores. However, do
not use these written forms of communication, such as emails, in
isolation, as some managers might be comfortable doing. All the
methods we are discussing must be used in conjunction with other
forms of communication.

When writing, managers must ensure that their written communi­
cations are grammatically correct and free of spelling errors. With the
computer tools and resources now available, error-free communications
are easier than ever to deliver. Often mistakes are made when managers
are rushing and fail to prioritize grammar. What makes the written form
of communication—especially email—so important is that it lasts; in
other words, once something is written and sent or delivered, it
theoretically does not go away. As email is now the most widely
used form of communication in the workplace, managers must recog­
nize the importance of written communications and invest the time to
write them correctly.

As far as email is concerned, there is a need in most businesses for
some simple etiquette rules to be in place for everyone’s sanity and their
ability to manage their time. With email now the most popular CYA
(Cover your Ass) communication tool, millions of unnecessary emails
are sent every day, wasting thousands of hours so a little etiquette could
go along way. Consider adopting these rules for everyone utilizing email
in your business.

Email Etiquette

■ Ensure the subject line is clear about what the email is for. This will
allow recipients to manage their priorities and inbox effectively.

■ Stop hitting “reply all” unless everyone on the email chain needs to
receive your message. And, in case you were wondering, they
don’t.

■ Double-check that you have all the information needed, the correct
recipients, and right email addresses before pushing “send.” Avoid
recalling or resending emails. A simple rule of thumb is to put in the
email addresses at the end, after you’ve written and reviewed the
message.

(continued )
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(continued )

■ Avoid writing in all capitals or using a lot of exclamation points.
Writing in all capitals indicates anger or high emotion. Exclamation
points convey excitement and attempt to make a point, which is
okay, but adding multiple exclamation points to make your point
seems immature.

■ Don’t use email to share or discuss confidential or sensitive
information. Make it a rule that if the communication is important,
a call or in-person meeting is required.

■ Replies to emails should be expected within four hours during a
work day; however, there should not be an expectation to reply
immediately when someone is at home or on vacation. Culturally,
email is creating a conscious or unconscious expectation that
people have to respond anytime and anywhere, and this assump­
tion of availability, while possibly not being communicated, is
negatively impacting the mindset of many staff and managers.

Although we often wonder how we ever functioned without email,
the reality is that it has become one of our biggest challenges in the
workplace. As Ryan Holmes, CEO of Hootsuite, a platform for manag­
ing social media, suggested, “Email is familiar. It’s comfortable. It’s easy
to use. But it might just be the biggest killer of time and productivity in
the office today.”9 With so many emails flying around, many of which
are unnecessary, and the expectation of instantaneous responses, we
have allowed email to become the biggest disruptor of our day.

When writing, remember to follow many of the same rules we
discussed for speaking, keeping it short and simple. Also remember, you
still need to check for understanding, so picking up the phone or
speaking face to face is still important for those emails and notes to be
effective. Also ensure that what is written is grammatically correct and
free of errors. Don’t be afraid to implement and use some simple email
etiquette throughout your company or team. They will be welcomed by
everyone.

Communicating Effectively When Doing

The good news is that managers do not have to (and should not) rely on
speaking or writing as their only form of communication. Actions speak
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louder than words, and this is especially true for managers. Remember
that the most watched sport in the world is “boss watching.” Employees
watch theboss formany reasons, but themost important reason is that it is
their best way to understand how to act and interact with others. That is
why leading by example is a critical communication mechanism.

Keep in mind that setting an example should not just focus on
displaying good habits or behaviors with customers, vendors, or other
managers; how managers interact and treat the staff is most important.
In our Culture Hacker podcast, Kevin Ricklefs said, “If we create
relationships through honest and open communication, then we set
the tone for how our employees should act with our customers.”10 Many
times we have heard managers talk about the importance of greeting
customers and then have seen them arrive each day and fail to greet
their staff members. Managers cannot have the attitude “Do as I say, not
as I do.”Managers should be examples of the values and behaviors that
are the foundation of your company’s culture, not the exception. Are
your managers fulfilling this important communication role?

We spoke in Chapter 5 about the importance of managers being in
the operation to support their staffers. By doing so, managers are able
to demonstrate skills and their own mindset about the work to be
completed. Remember, many workers learn and process information
best by doing, so having managers work alongside staff members and
showing them how things should be done can be a powerful commu­
nication tool.

Communicating Effectively While Listening

If communication is going to be two way, then we need to talk about
listening. Although everyone claims to listen, the reality is, we do not
often listen well. Author Nicole Lipkin suggested that “listening is one
of the most difficult skills on the planet.”11 Her book, What Keeps
Leaders Up at Night, outlines some simple exercises for managers to help
them listen better and interpret what is really being said to them. To
summarize, managers should actually listen, avoiding interruptions or
doing other tasks. Listening requires full attention, and staff members
deserve it. Managers should listen for emotions and nonverbal cues by
acknowledging anything they might be sensing or noticing as their
employee talks. Managers should repeat back what was said to them by
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their employee and ask any clarifying questions to ensure accuracy.
Finally, managers should acknowledge what their employee has com­
municated without criticism.12 These simple reminders will elevate the
communication and relationships within a team.

In terms of building relationships and actually creating opportuni­
ties for listening to occur, managers need to be both approachable and
available. Although this sounds simple enough, both qualities can be
hard to find in the modern workplace.

First, managers need to be approachable, especially when an
employee needs to share bad news. Some managers claim that they
never receive any bad news from their staff. In these cases, staff members
probably have just stopped bringing bad news to them. Some managers
are not very good at receiving bad news. In reality, all managers must
become comfortable receiving bad news; otherwise, they probably are
not getting the important information they need from their staff.
To promote the well-being of the culture and mindset of the staff,
organizations should train managers in coping mechanisms and habits
to help them avoid being emotional and reactive when they receive
negative information.

Staff members also need to have access to their managers. Don’t say
that this is covered by the open-door policy, because that is probably
the most disappointing managerial tool mentioned and utilized today.
Although most managers are comfortable with staff members bringing
them anything, communication at any time is a lot more difficult.
When employees ask their manager if they can speak with them, they
often hear, “Let’s meet later”when it comes to their open-door policy. If
there is one thing I have all learned with many managers, it is that
“later” never comes.

A best practice in the workplace is for managers to set up times each
day when they are truly available, so that staff members can come to rely
on actually having communication time when they need it. Outside of
emergencies, scheduled open-door times are effective one-on-one
communication tools and practices.

If we are committed to a positive and respectful culture, then
teaching our managers to listen is an important aspect of communica­
tion and leadership. Remind them what author Bryant H. McGill said:
“One of the most sincere forms of respect is actually listening to what
another has to say.”13
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When it comes to communication, two important mechanisms
warrant some further discussion, mainly because they are not being used
well or used at all; those mechanisms are meetings and social media.

Communicating Effectively in Meetings

Let’s discuss an important communication tool that unfortunately is
rendered ineffective too often, and that is the traditional meeting.
American author Dave Barry wrote, “If you had to identify, in one word,
the reason why the human race has not achieved, and never will
achieve, its full potential, that word would be: ‘meetings.’ ”14 The sad
reality is that most employees are likely to agree with Barry.

There are three types of meetings that we should discuss: the daily
operations meeting, the weekly update or project meeting, and the
monthly departmental meeting. Meetings are important and necessary,
but often there are too many of them, and they usually are badly
delivered and led.

Daily Meeting

Let’s start with the daily meeting. This is generally found in operations
and is used to update front-line associates on what is happening or
expected to happen during the workday. I believe the daily meeting is
the most important communication tool managers have for the front
lines. Communication must happen every day, and as we have indi­
cated, one of the important elements that promotes understanding with
staff is to ensure the correct timing of the communication and an
appropriate environment for it to occur in. By conducting a daily
meeting away from customers and other distractions, managers have the
perfect opportunity to communicate effectively with staff members.
This meeting is an opportunity to share messages, receive feedback,
revisit values, and inspire the team in an efficient and effective manner;
yet many organizations don’t hold daily meetings.

When it comes to the daily meeting, one of the biggest proponents
was New York’s former mayor, Rudy Giuliani, who wrote: “The
morning meeting was the core of my approach to managing.”15 People
who have read his book and his description about the events of 9/11
know that he never deviated from his morning meeting even among all
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the chaos, because he knew that it was his only opportunity to stress
priorities and gather information. So, whenever we hear a manager say
he or she is too busy to have a daily meeting, Rudy Giuliani comes to
mind. If ever there was an excuse not to have a daily meeting, 9/11 was
it, but Giuliani never deviated from his meeting schedule.

Here are a couple of points on how to deliver an effective daily
meeting for the staff:

Daily Meeting Guidelines

■ Keep daily meetings to 10 minutes or less. It is important these
meetings do not become long and boring.

■ Focus half the meeting on what is happening in and around the
operation or business that day. Use the rest for gathering feed­
back, talking about values and culture, and getting the team ready
for the day. The morning meeting should be the switch that ignites
the team and reminds them to get to work.

■ Get your staff members’ attention, and get the staff energized and
thinking about what they are about to do for the day. I have seen
managers use music or a game, ask questions with a prize for the
correct answer, or take their teams to a different part of their
business or operation to change things up. As a manager, do
not let these daily meetings become predictable.

■ Have staff members lead meetings on a rotating basis. Have them
come up with creative and fun ways to bring each meeting to life so
the responsibility is not always on the manager.

Weekly/Project Meeting

The weekly update or project meeting is called to bring a group of
people together to solve problems or to keep managers in the loop.
These meetings often become routine and waste time. Common
problems are that they may try to cover too many items, are not
organized, last more than an hour, have too many people in attendance,
involve death by PowerPoint, or just simply lack a purpose. Sound
familiar? We thought so. Economist and philosopher Thomas Sowell
was quoted in the Economist as saying “The least productive people are
usually the ones who are most in favor of holding meetings.”16 Let’s
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Figure 11.1 Meeting Scorecard

think about challenging the purpose of and changing the paradigm for
these meetings.

Audit regular weekly or project meetings that happen in the
organization and rate them on the 11 items measured by the Meeting
Scorecard, which is shown in Figure 11.1.

If your meeting does not score at least an 8, begin questioning its
relevancy, worth, and ability to make a difference. Use the scorecard as
a guide to improving these regular meetings. Remember a project
meeting does not need to happen each week; always be willing to
meet only as required. Updates and information can be shared via
email, utilize meetings to clarify information and make decisions. We
have to start limiting the excessive meeting culture that is dominating
the workplace and frustrating so many people today.
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Monthly Meetings

Monthly department or team meetings have become largely predict­
able and irrelevant for a number of reasons already mentioned, but
they are important and useful communication methods when used
properly. We discussed in Chapter 7 the importance of engaging your
staff in the planning and execution of achieving goals and improving
the business. The monthly meeting is the perfect time to do this.

To make a monthly meeting effective, team members must know
that they are expected and encouraged to contribute meaningfully. As a
manager, ensure the team’s ideas and insights are utilized when
prioritizing needs and making decisions. And, as we have already
suggested with our weekly meetings, there must be an agenda. We
have reviewed a lot of research over the years to ascertain what an ideal
monthly meeting looks like, and Figure 11.2 provides an outline.

Learning to implement an agenda and gaining the ability to recap
and brainstorm projects and needs for the department can take a bit of
time, but once team members understand how they can prepare and
contribute, the monthly meeting will become much more efficient and
interactive. To help facilitate this process, ensure that each month
something from the team’s brainstorming list of needs and improve­
ments for the department gets completed so team members can see how
their contributions can have a positive impact. To do this managers

Figure 11.2 Meeting Agenda
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should use an action plan, like the one introduced in Chapter 7 to keep
track of activities and improvements in the department. Share an
updated version of your action plan before or during the department
meeting. This will ensure that more people become engaged and
excited by the monthly meeting opportunity.

One final reminder: Finish on time. Some companies have best
practices in play that utilize a penalty (like having the manager do a
push-up for eachminute the meeting goes over) to help ensure meetings
finish on time. Stick to the schedule and create an expectation with
everyone that the monthly meeting always stays on track and on time.
For issues that need more discussion, take them off-line or set up a
project meeting, as we discussed above, with only those who need to be
involved.

Please make meetings relevant and worthwhile. Don’t add to the
culture and expectation that meetings don’t matter—because they do,
as long as they are delivered right.

Communicating Effectively via Social Media

Whether we like it or not, and I get that some of you reading this will
not, utilizing social media to communicate with your employee base is
becoming more and more relevant and effective, especially for younger
workers. A Weber Shandwick Study found that 73% of staff would
prefer more communication through written means and around 50%
want more digital and online communications. Both written and online
communication were preferred over face-to-face and telephone com­
munications.17We worked with a large retail organization, the majority
of whose staff were 22 years of age or younger. As youmight expect, they
preferred to receive communications via text messaging, so many of the
stores implemented an informal group text message system as a way to
communicate effectively.

Although there are many fears about how social media will be
utilized if it is available during work to all staff and managers, the
feedback from organizations we have worked with that have engaged
with internal social media platforms suggest that the positives far
outweigh the negatives.18

When it comes to social media, companies can utilize their own
intranet or one of the many excellent third-party platforms available. A
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social media platform allows staff and managers to engage, discuss, and
share ideas quickly and easily. Companies that utilize such platforms
have found increased rates of conversations and communication occur­
ring throughout and even across organizational silos. When it comes to
selecting your platform of choice, involve your team members, partic­
ularly the technologically or social media–savvy ones. They probably
already are familiar with many of the sites to be considered. They will
also be excellent people to test sites and help in the installation process.
Consider them early adopters.

As you consider social media platforms, remember that many
young people prefer text messaging because it comes directly to their
phones. Whether we like it or not, the smartphone is a key cultural
tool of the future. Companies like Bonfyre, HipChat, Slack, and
Yammer let you to connect with employees via an app to enable
sharing ideas and building relationships. As Mark Sawyier, cofounder
and CEO of Bonfyre, said, “If you really want to drive consumption
and awareness of the information, it has to be delivered to people’s
mobile phones.”19

Although we want to communicate with those staff members who
are technologically and socially savvy, let’s not forget that a portion of
the employee population will not be socially engaged or comfortable
online. The Weber Shandwick study mentioned earlier stated that
88% of employees maintain at least one social media site for personal
use, but that still means there are 12% who do not.20 Make sure you
engage some of that 12% early to make them comfortable and
interested in this new approach. Regardless, and as we have reiterated
throughout this chapter, you cannot just rely on one medium for all
communication. Although social media seems to be the way forward
in company communication, it is still important to build a complete
communication strategy that includes a combination of one-on-one
meetings, memorandums or notices, emails, meetings, and a social
media platform.

When it comes to social media as a communication tool, probably
the most important consideration is the commitment of your managers
to be active and transparent on whatever platform you choose. Man­
agers also must be comfortable with and ensure that there are no
repercussions for staffers who voice any dissenting views or thoughts.
You must be willing to invest in making your executives and managers
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confident in using this communication tool. As SAP president Mike
Ettling stated:

As leaders, you’ve got to embrace these tools, and use them
selectively because they both create significant engagement
with your own people and your community. Social media is
probably 60 to 70 percent of how we drive thought leadership
and awareness in the HR industry today. . . . Good leaders today
are using a total multimedia approach to engage and communicate
with people.21

A great case study for the type of impact a strong internal
communication strategy can have is Telstra, Australia’s largest tele­
communications and media organization.

Case Study: Telstra Australia

Telstra Corporation Limited, known as Telstra, is Australia’s largest tele­

communications and media company, with over 36,000 employees. Telstra

was founded in June 1975 under the Postmaster-General’s Department of the

Australian government. Located in Melbourne, Telstra serves the entire

continent of Australia, with select services available globally. It ranks as one of

the largest telecommunications companies worldwide and offers a large

range of services to its clients.22

As a media provider, Telstra was founded in a highly regulated envi­

ronment. In the last decade, the industry was deregulated and commer­

cialized, and competition began to pop up. In late 2008, Telstra was known in

several market segments for its poor customer service and was losing

business to its competition fast. To become viable in the industry again,

Telstra had to become more customer-focused and change its culture.

Former CEODavid Thodey is widely recognized for his turnaround of the

company, starting in 2009. His focus to reinvent Telstra as customer-centric

organization not only significantly improved the customer’s experience, but

also doubled the valuation of the company. He focused on changing the

culture at Telstra and is a great advocate of values-based leadership. Thodey

said in an Australian Financial Review edition, “Our values drive our behavior

more than rules, and I think any organization has got to move that way,

because it drives people to take ownership and be accountable, and it also

(continued )
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(continued )

drives better outcomes for the customer.” Telstra utilized their values to

transform their culture to a “value service culture,” enabling employees to

excel at their jobs and provide exceptional customer service.23

Thodey realized that to make a significant culture change, he had to

influence the attitudes of the employees, develop their skills, and be

accessible to hear what employees were saying and make the necessary

changes. One of the ways Thodey successfully transformed their corporate

culture was through communication and social media.

Telstra is one of the largest users of Yammer, a social network platform

that allows companies to share files and data, and to initiate conversations.

With more than 25,000 employees registered on the site, Thodey used the

forum to comment, communicate, give insights into his thinking, and respond

to employee questions and thoughts. Per an article in ZDNet, Thodey sug­

gested that Yammer “has solicited a degree of honesty and openness”

throughout the organization. He goes on to say that utilizing this social media

platform was “the biggest change in Telstra in terms of breaking down the

layers of management and thinking.”24 As Mark Sawyier of Bonfyre said in a

recent podcast, “To effectively build relationships, culture, and engagement, a

platform is needed for communication.”25

Telstra has continued to deliver on their value service culture and

attributes a large part of the success to the communication and change

initiatives that were implemented under Thodey’s leadership. As you consider

a comprehensive communication strategy, social media must be one of the

channels being utilized.

Weare just beginning to touchon thepotential that digital and social
media communication truly have. As Michael Chui, Martin Dewhurst,
and Lindsay Pollak noted in a 2013 article in McKinsey Quarterly:

There’s no doubt organizations have begun to realize significant value
from largely external uses of social [technologies]. Yet internal appli­
cations have barely begun to tap their full potential, even though
about two-thirds of social’s estimated economic value stems from
improved collaboration and communication within enterprises.26

When it comes to communication, there is no one-size-fits-all
approach. Managers have to engage many mediums to send the same
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messages to ensure they reach the entire employee audience.Check to see
if all your people are receiving themessages being sent and ensure they are
beingcommunicated to in themediumtheyprefer rather than theoneyou
find easiest tomanage. Evenwithmultiple communication channels, you
still need to ensure messages are understood, so consider how communi­
cation is being facilitated throughout your organization and be willing to
test to see if all your staff are truly understanding everything that is being
said. The most important cultural mechanism in business is communica­
tion. Spend the time and money to ensure it is happening clearly and
comfortably throughout your company.

Culture Hack: Utilize multiple mediums and platforms
to ensure your messages are heard and understood.

1. Communication is a critical cultural tool. You must invest in teaching

your owners, executives, and managers to communicate effectively

across multiple media and how to ensure understanding.

2. When speaking, ensure the message is short and simple, gets to the

point, and is communicated at a time and place that avoids distraction.

Always check for understanding by asking for explanations and

demonstrations.

3. When using email, follow proper email etiquette such as ensuring

correct spelling, an accurate subject line, not hitting reply all to emails

unless necessary, and reply in an appropriate amount of time.

4. Leading by example is a key part of communicating for managers.

Managersmust spend time in the operation in order to demonstrate the

expected behaviors.

5. Managers must learn how to listen actively and empathetically. Manag­

ers must be approachable and acknowledge when the staff are trying to

communicate with them. Managers should schedule time each day

where they are truly available so staff can come to rely on having

communication time when they need it.

6. Ensure all meetings are relevant and purposeful. Assess the impor­

tance of meetings by using a meeting scorecard. Use a meeting

agenda in order to be efficient and effective.

7. Consider a social media platform as a great communication tool to

connect with younger employees in a way they are comfortable and

familiar with using.
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Product, Place, Process,

and Perks

The Other Four P’s That Define
the Employee Experience

Everything from the food employees eat to the technologies they use to get their
jobs done to the office spaces they work in are all a part of the employee
experience.

Jacob Morgan, Futurist1

I HAVE FOCUSED ON THE employee experience throughout this entire
book with an emphasis on people; now I want to discuss what I call the
other four P’s that impact your associates’ experience, or how someone
feels about coming to work. Now you are probably thinking, I didn’t
even know there were that many P’s to think about, so let me explain.

When considering what creates a customer experience for your
company, there are generally four P’s discussed: product, place, process,
and people. We have been wholly focused on the people element of
customer experience in this book. When thinking about the employee
experience, we consider five P’s: product, place, process, people, and
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perks. Let’s take some time to briefly consider the impact of the other
four P’s on how your people feel about coming to work every day.

Product

Let’s begin with product. The term refers to the item or service you
deliver to your customers. Let’s face it—some products or services are
just better to work on or with than others. We work with a wide variety
of companies in multiple industries, and it is clear that at those
representing cool, cutting-edge products or services, such as sports
teams, fashion, luxury automobiles, or great resorts, employees are
more likely to be happy than employees at companies providing less
exciting products. But if your company doesn’t focus on a product or
service that is high on people’s desired career list, don’t be discouraged.
In such situations, the things we have discussed in this book become
even more important. Someone has to do the crappy jobs and represent
the mundane products or services that, quite honestly, make the world
go round. If your company fits this role, the other aspects of the
employee experience as described in this book are even more critical.

A word of warning to those people who get to represent cool
products or services: Be careful. Do not become complacent—I have
seen some instances where the managers and the organization start to
think that their people should just be glad they get to work for or with a
great product and service, and, therefore, all this other stuff does not
matter.Well, it does; you are just lucky enough not to have to overcome
a possible disadvantage.

Place

Work areas, back-of-house areas and hallways, break rooms, offices,
desks, and anywhere else that employees work or get to take a break are
all a part of place. When we talk about place, we want to focus on
environment and, more specifically, the environment in which your
people work. Environment is defined by your senses. As Immanuel
Kant, the famous philosopher, suggested, “That all our knowledge
begins with experience there can be no doubt.”2 And so, the sensory
experience for your employees plays an important part in how they feel
at work.



Product, Place, Process, and Perks 163

Let’s start with what the employee sees. One of the things that I
always look for when visiting various companies is how well they
maintain their back of house, employee areas, or places where an
employee can take a break. I have a simple philosophy: You cannot
expect employees to keep their customer areas immaculate if there is
not an effort to do the same for their own areas.

I remember transitioning the Portman Hotel in Shanghai, China to
a Ritz Carlton Hotel. This was and still is a, truly beautiful hotel for
guests to enjoy. Although the front of the house looked great, in the
back of house, garbage was piled up, rats roamed freely, and the place
looked like no one cared. This, in fact, was true; the managers had their
own restaurant and rest area on one floor that was much more
representative of a five-star experience. In the meantime, the rest of
the staff were required to walk through, eat, and rest in a very neglected
back of house. The first thing we did in the transition was clean up the
back of house and require all managers to eat with staff members.
Within a day, the food and break room transformed into something
special and more in line with what the brand expected. What employ­
ees see and touch plays a significant role in their work attitude.

Any employee who works in front of customers, sits at a desk, or
must constantly engage in a single task all day must have a place to relax
and recharge. I am shocked at the number of high-profile businesses that
do not offer anywhere for employees to take a mental and physical time
out. We worked with a major convention center where staff worked
long hours around thousands of customers and had nowhere to take a
break away from those customers. You would see staff members sitting
on the floor in hallways, taking breaks in guest areas, or just not getting
any breaks. Let me make it clear: You cannot expect employees to be at
their best for long periods of time if you cannot provide them with their
own space for much-needed time outs. Think about where your
employees get to take a break and consider whether the space is
conducive to recharging their batteries.

Also, while discussing what people see, consider what posters,
information, and even color schemes line the walls in your employee
areas. Here is an opportunity to bring employee spaces to life. Or, even
better, get staff members involved in painting, placing pictures, and
owning the walls in the back-of-house areas or offices. Even just the
color of the paint can have a significant impact on how an employee
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feels at work. Sally Augustin, owner of Design with Science, a cognitive
science consultant company, suggested that certain colors evoke similar
emotional responses in most people, with green promoting creativity
and white leading to boredom.3

Color seems particularly important when there is a lack of direct
sunlight in a work area. Various research studies have suggested that
daylight promotes health and leads to reduced absenteeism, increased
productivity, financial savings, and is preferred by workers.4 In
buildings where daylight cannot be integrated, using full-spectrum
bright lights has been shown to positively affect the attitude of
workers.

What people see should alsomake them smile.As researchersBruce J.
Avolio, Jane M. Howell, and John J. Sosik suggested, “The use of humor
in organizations has been associated with improving morale among
workers . . . creating a more positive organizational culture . . . and
increasing motivation.”5 I remember walking behind the front desk of
a famous luxury hotel and seeing a series of cartoons taped below the lip of
the desk where guests could not see them. When I inquired, I was told
that the manager placed various cartoons there each day to keep their
team smiling, nomatter how busy it was. This is a great example of how a
manager or organization can remind their people that it is okay to smile.

With regard to what people see and touch, we should also talk about
work spaces, areas, and desks. I am not going to get into all the industrial
design benefits of certain desks and spaces, but recognize that the design
of where your employees work makes a difference in their work habits.
There has been a considerable focus on ergonomics, the “science
concerned with designing and arranging things people use so that
the people and things interact most efficiently and safely” in the
workplace.6 Chairs and desks used at work have been major focuses.
As Dr. Alan Hedge, a Cornell University professor of ergonomics,
stated, “You don’t work on a 1998 computer do you?”7 Yet the chairs
and desks found in many offices today are based on designs for men
created more than 70 years ago. Investing in ergonomic chairs and desks
improves not only safety and productivity but also how people feel
about coming to work. According to Bryan Hornik in Health + Safety
magazine, “An ergonomics program in any work environment helps
improve employee productivity and morale.”8 This realization is the
reason many organizations seem to be investing in providing stunning
work spaces for their employees. Employees of these companies with
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great-looking and highly functional work spaces just seem happier to
come to work.

In addition to the design and consideration put into the work space
itself, the layout of the space can make a difference with the levels of
employee engagement. For example, the use of collaborative work spaces
or desks, open and interactive office environments, communal break areas,
and spaces to socialize and hang out all foster strong workplace relation­
ships.Why is this important? One popularmethod ofmeasuring employee
engagement is theGallupQ12 Survey. One of the survey items inquires as
to whether or not an employee has a best friend at work.9 The importance
of having a best friend at work reminds us about the importance of
workplace relationships. An environment that fosters strong relationships
and friendships in the workplace seems to be important for an employees
mindset at work. As Mark Sawyier, the CEO of Bonfyre, an employee
engagement app software company reminds us, “A huge part of what
makes a highly engaged employee is the relationships they have in the
workplace, both with their coworkers and the company.”10

Another important environment element is temperature. In a 2009
poll,CareerBuilder found that a third of employees had complaints about
the temperature of their work space.11 Research has suggested that the
ideal office temperature is 69 to 71 degrees, year round.12 Any colder or
hotter, and your people will be uncomfortable. I know you probably can’t
make everyone happy, but whenwas the last time you actually asked your
people how the temperature of their work environment felt to them?

We cannot talk about what we see or touch without talking about
uniforms, if they are required for your organization. Having a stylish,
well-fitting uniform is important, yet it is amazing how many staff
members you see in dirty, worn, and, my favorite, too big or too small
uniforms. There is no doubt the uniform affects how people feel at work.
As Barbara Bell, owner of Bell UniformDesign, said in a discussion with
me in 2016, “There’s a psychology to great style. In my line of work, I
see how people’s attitudes, sense of pride and passion for what they do
comes alive as they transform their look.” Make your employees’
uniforms and how they look a priority if you want them to feel good.

With regard to what people hear, plenty of research suggests that
certain sounds are more conducive to productivity, but in some ways,
this is probably a personal preference. Pay attention to any unnecessary
or loud noises. One of the negatives about open work spaces is the
excessive noise from others’ conversations. According to a report in



166 CULTURE HACKER

Fast Company, Cambridge SoundManagement, sound masking experts,
found that 30% of employees are distracted by the conversations of
their coworkers.13 Are certain sounds or noises interfering with how
your employees feel about coming to work?

The next sense is smell. It should go without saying that bad smells
are not going to support a healthy work environment. Although this
might seem obvious, I am surprised by the number of businesses that fail
to maintain clean employee restrooms, causing some unacceptable
smells, not to mention a lack of hygiene. Another consideration occurs
when people eat at their desks; the associated food odors can be
distracting and offputting to other employees. Think about where
certain smells may be distracting or upsetting your staff.

Finally, consider taste. Remember, if you are going to offer bever­
ages, snacks, and even employee meals, you need to do it right. Do not
offer food and beverages as a benefit and then deliver poor-quality
products. When considering food and beverage options, recognize that
many people are much more health conscious today.

In addition to the senses, organizations today need to think about
their employee’s wellness, something directly tied to their mindset and
attitude. With the increased costs of poor health, absenteeism, and a
lack of productivity, wellness programs have become an important
aspect of any employee experience. Wellness initiatives have mainly
focused on fitness-based activities, but have advanced more recently to
include lessons in stress recovery, healthy eating, improving sleep
habits, and how to unlock the potential of your mind. The focus on
wellness seems to pay off. Studies of worksite health promotion
programs show that companies that implemented effective wellness
programs realized significant cost reductions and financial gains.14

Studies also suggest that employees who feel their company cares about
their well-being are 2.8 times more likely to be extremely engaged.15

Remember, wellness is more than just access to a gym. By focusing on
ways to reduce stress and improve general health, an employee’s
mindset and attitude will naturally begin to improve.

Process

Next, there is process. In the world of customer experience, process has
become extremely important as it considers how well an organization
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values their customers’ time. With a focus on time, companies have
started to introduce technologies that make purchases and services more
efficient and easier to access. The same consideration needs to apply to
your employees. You have to be considerate of their time and make it
simple and easy for them to actually be at work.

What do I mean? Well, start by thinking about all the paperwork
you require people to fill out when they begin working, when they
want to make changes, or when they try to utilize their benefits. Every
company seems to have some outdated process that is complicated
and frustrates the staff. It’s time to address these process shortfalls in
your employee experience and show that you value their time, as you
should.

Speaking of time, let’s talk about flex time. As Rebecca Greenfield
stated in Bloomberg magazine: “When workers have control over their
own schedules, it results in lower levels of stress, psychological distress,
burnout, and higher job satisfaction.”16 With the pressures of many
working adults to care for family members both young and old, the need
to balance both school and work, or the fact that people just want to be
more in control of their own time, the willingness of employers to shift
from a traditional set schedule seems to create a better mindset and
culture. In addition to the opportunity to balance personal and
professional responsibilities, companies have started to give their
employees the option to work from home more to avoid long com­
mutes, something that can ruin the mindset of even the most positive
people. Working from home also allows companies to hire people
without traditional geographical limitations, employing people from
different cities or even countries to compensate for a lack of talent close
by. As serial entrepreneur Kevin Kruse put it:

The perceived benefits of working from home has [sic] enabled me
to hire top talent with no local geographic limits. It’s enabled me to
steal away top talent from competitors, without having to increase
their pay. It’s contributed to a highly engaged workforce with a
company culture that won Best Place to Work awards.17

Every company is different, but at the very least, considering flex
time or working from home is a credible strategy for a better employee
experience.
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Perks

Contrary to popular belief, the perks you offer should not be the defining
factor for your company’s culture, even though when I was consulting
with small companies in the Silicon Valley between 2000 and 2002, you
would have thought they were. Kegerators, Ping Pong tables, sleeping
pods, and nonstop employee events were the norm, and in many
companies they remain so today. I am not saying these perks are wrong,
because they do have a positive impact on how employees feel about
coming towork and it does foster relationships.However, they shouldnot
be offered in lieu of the more substantial mechanisms suggested in this
book. As Laszlo Bock fromGoogle, one of the companies best known for
perks, suggested, “Nurturing the people in your organization doesn’t
require expensive perks or touchy-feely gimmicks. It’s about motivating,
engaging and listening—and it can work for anybody.”18

The following case study on the company DropBox highlights how
product, place, process, and perks can affect culture.

Case Study: Dropbox

Dropbox has expanded exponentially since it first came on the technology

scene in 2007. Today, hundreds of millions of people rely on the company for

file sharing and storage.19 Despite their rapid growth, Dropbox has remained

focused on their fun and quirky culture through providing a great employee

experience based on their product, place, process, and perks.

Product: Dropbox has made an incredible difference in how work gets

done, for both individuals and companies. To remain competitive, Dropbox

invests in innovation and new product development. As stated by product

manager Sean Lynch, “We want you to be able to say, ‘I know where all my

information is—it’s in Dropbox. Everywhere I go, whatever device, whatever

application, I know that I can pull things out of it.”20 This lofty goal of making

Dropbox readily available everywhere keeps employees busy with continual

development. Employees are given power and responsibility to grow the

company’s products, and in doing so, the company has seen immense

development.21 Dropbox has also expanded their products to include col­

laborative technology, helping teams build upon each other’s ideas and work

with their latest product, Paper.22

Place: Dropbox strives to make their offices personal and magical, no

matter how big the company gets. With this in mind, Dropbox offers the ideal
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environment for collaboration, learning, and recharging. The company strives

to provide a place that takes stress out of life and makes coming to work

enjoyable.23

Process: The company emphasizes work-life balance and provides

exceptional health and wellness benefits, as well as a generous time-off

policy. Employees can easily access their information through an internal

portal, making the process of taking a vacation or enrolling in benefits

seamless.23 They strive to maintain simplicity for both employees and cus­

tomers. Dropbox does an exceptional job at removing pain points for their

employees so that they can focus on their work in a collaborative and

energizing environment.

Perks: Dropbox offers employees workout facilities, game rooms,

complementary meals, laundry service, and guest speaker sessions as perks

for being a part of the team.

The four P’s are all important considerations when it comes to the

employee experience. There is no right or wrong mix of elements, as long as

each is given an appropriate focus.

As you consider your employees’ experience, you must consider
how the other 4 P’s can make a difference. There is no right or wrong
combination of P’s for your organization, as long as you are considerate
of the part they play in your employees’ daily work experience. The
right mix of P’s can elevate the employee experience and positively
impact how your people feel about coming to work. Look for opportu­
nities that are easy to implement, inexpensive to offer, and, most
importantly, are meaningful for your team. If you want your employee
experience to be exceptional, you must be willing to move beyond
traditional office elements and work practices.
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Culture Hack: Consider the other four P’s when
critiquing and improving your employee experience.

1.	 Make employee experience a priority regardless of the product or

service your company delivers. However, the less exciting the product,

the more emphasis you need to place on ensuring a great experience.

2.	 Provide an environment that enlivens your employees’ senses, pro­

vides them with an opportunity to take breaks, and is devoid of

annoying distractions.

3.	 Offer social and collaborative opportunities for your people to get to

know each other and develop friendships.

4.	 Invest in the wellness of your staff. Promote healthy work habits, food

choices, and emphasize exercise. Teach your employees coping

mechanisms on how to recover from stress.

5.	 Streamline paperwork and administrative processes to make it easy

for an employee to work, be paid, and update their information.

6.	 Consider what perks you offer your staff. Make them available to

everyone but avoid thinking that that is all it takes to create a positive

employee experience.
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Leadership

Why We Have So Many Managers
but So Few Leaders

If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more, and become
more, you are a leader.

John Quincy Adams, U.S. President1

MANAGERS MORE THAN ANY OTHER cultural mechanism, influence how
employees feel about coming to work and what they do. When
managers are able to inspire their employees to perform at a higher
level, to stay longer, and to take care of their customers better, they
exhibit leadership—our final cultural mechanism.

You could argue, and I would agree, that everything we have
discussed so far is about leadership. After all, I believe great managers
focus on how to deliver results through maximizing the talents, abilities,
and strengths of their people. They do this by employing, leveraging,
and focusing in on many of the mechanisms we have discussed, such as
hiring the right people, onboarding them, enabling and empowering
their performance, recognizing results, having tough conversations,
communicating effectively, and focusing on career development.

173
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While other chapters in this book have discussed a number of
things managers can do to positively influence employees’ attitudes and
mindsets or be better leaders, this chapter reminds all managers how
they inspire their people not by what they do, but by who they are.
Although any manager can utilize and leverage the mechanisms
described in this book, I believe that leaders have a little something
more that makes otherswant to work hard and excel for them. And it all
starts with the manager’s own attitude.

Never forget that one of the biggest influences on the attitude of
each and every employee within your company is the attitude of their
direct manager. If the manager is not positive, how can we expect
anything different from the staff? I recognize that managers are not
always going to be on—they are, after all, only human. But what about
those managers in key positions who always seem to be off? They are not
passionate about what they do, they don’t put in the required effort or
continue to learn and grow as they should, and they don’t care enough
for those they are responsible for. As you think about yourself or your
own management team, consider each person’s capacity to positively
influence the mindset of their staff.

The old saying that people don’t leave jobs, they leave managers is
still very true today and something we can never forget. According to
Craig Cochran in his book Becoming a Customer-Focused Organization,
“Management has the single biggest effect on [the] organizational
environment, which means it also has the single biggest effect on
attitude. Bad attitude equals poor leadership.”2

Now is a good time to explain that I define “management” and
“leadership” differently. Management is about the hard skills required to
run a business, perform a task, or get work done. It is about planning,
organizing, anddoing things right. Leadership, in contrast, involves softer
skills that focus more on how to maximize employees’ abilities and
performance through inspiration and development. You need both in
your organization, and as John Kotter suggested in his renownedHarvard
Business Review article, “What Leaders Really Do”: “The real challenge is
to combine strong leadership and strong management and use each to
balance the other.”3 Leadership andmanagement are not the same thing,
but they are both necessary to the success of the organization.

Now, the way we normally acquire managers is by promoting
employees who are the best at completing a task or have a certain
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expertise; however, this does not necessarily mean they are best suited
to inspire or lead others. Although expertise is one of my key consid­
erations for being able to inspire others, it is not enough on its own
to make managers want to be there and want to do a great job.
Unfortunately, this is why there are so many managers and so few
leaders. While we continue to focus on promoting people into man­
agement positions for being the best at doing a job, companies often fail
to consider a person’s passion, effort, and capacity to care when
deciding who should be responsible for other people.

I meet managers all the time who just shouldn’t be responsible for
other people—they do not have the capacity or in some cases the interest
to lead so why not just leave them to what they are best at, completing
tasks and keep the business going. They are necessary, but the problem
arises when we give them responsibility for the employee experience,
something they just do not have the disposition to positively shape.

After years of running and consulting for multiple companies, I
discovered there is one idea that will always remain true when it comes
to your staff. You cannot make them stay, make them perform at their
best, or make them take care of your customers. They must want this for
themselves. Organizations and managers influence this “want” by the
experience they provide for their employees. We have covered the
mechanisms that the organization is responsible for so far in this book so
now let’s talk specifically to the managers.

I think there are four key elements that are critical for a manager to
possess that will help them inspire the right mindset and attitude in
their people: passion, effort, expertise or experience, and caring. As you
read this consider if your managers or you are fulfilling this critical
leadership role.

Passion

As a manager, passion starts with loving the job. Employees are
naturally attracted to those with passion, and that passion is contagious.
Some managers lose their passion over the years, but many more just
never had it; they have progressed in an industry, within a business, or
at a job without really being excited about what they do or whom they
do it for each day. Even worse, as they have found themselves in
positions of authority, they have not embraced the possibility or
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responsibility of making a positive difference for others. As a result, they
are unhappy at work, which leads their employees to feel the same.

Without passion, leaders cannot move others to want to do what
they want them to do. Leadership author Robin Sharma wrote,
“Influence is about spreading the passion you have for your work.”4

Passion is a requirement for all managers to have if they want to
influence their people positively. Do you have managers who can excite
others and share their love for what they do?

If you do not love what you do, be honest with yourself and consider
a change. Life is way too short to be doing something you care little
about. In one of my trips to New York, I met an Uber driver who had
recently quit the Wall Street scene because he had lost his love for it.
He was now working on his own business and reconnecting with his first
love, art. He also told me he felt happy for the first time in a long time
and that his wife and kids loved the rejuvenated him. Don’t be afraid to
follow your passions or help others to find theirs.

Effort

A manager must put in the effort every day. As Michael Jordan, the
basketball great, said, “Sometimes, things may not go your way, but the
effort should be there every single night.”5 For a manager, that effort
needs to be there each and every day, but we have to be careful not to
confuse being busy with being productive. As philosopher Henry David
Thoreau said, “It is not enough to be busy. . . . The question is, what
are we busy about?”6 Are your managers focused on and engaged in
doing the right stuff, especially when you consider all the mechanisms
discussed in this book?

When it comes to effort, staff members need to see that effort in
action, and it is best seen when it happens alongside staff members.
Managers must be willing to get in and help, be there when it is busy,
step in for the staff when customers do not play nice, or just show up and
take care of things. When managers get into the operation or work
alongside the staff, they can coach, communicate, lead by example,
show off skills, and be calm when things go wrong, all of which ensure a
level of respect from the team. This commitment to the people they
work with elevates managers to leadership roles and allows them to
inspire their team.
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When it comes to effort you have to consider if your managers
have the necessary energy to deliver on all their responsibilities. Tony
Schwartz and Catherine McCarthy, executives at The Energy Project,
a consulting group that transforms people and companies, define
energy as “the capacity to work.”7 Over time, a manager’s capacity
to work can be severely impacted by stress, age, family, and a whole
series of personal issues and ailments developed outside of work.
Remember, there is a responsibility by every company to deliver an
experience for your managers that sets them up to be successful and
excellent at what they do. Ensure they get the inspiration, breaks,
education, and support so that they have the mindset and capacity to
perform in all that they do.

Expertise and Experience

Managers must have credibility as experts and have experience to
inspire others to want to do well. They have to know what to do and
have the confidence and credibility to share that with those they are
responsible for. Knowing their stuff allows managers to excel in the
coaching role and to better help their team perform at the highest level.
As mountaineer Anatoli Boukreev said, “I offer my expertise and
experience for hire in order to help a group of people reach the
summit.”8 If we imagine that, for our employees, the summit is each
of them achieving the highest level of potential at work, then it is a
manager’s expertise and experience that can inspire them to get there.

As experts, managers must be committed to learning and have a
certain curiosity about how to improve. They look both inside and
outside of their industry to see who is doing what, connect with other
experts, and have a willingness to challenge the company’s and their
own way of doing things. Managers don’t have to know it all to be
experts, but they do have to be willing to find out who does know
when they do not. I believe that learning is aligned closely with
leadership, because once you think you know it all and stop growing,
you can no longer influence growth in others. As David Mendlewicz,
cofounder of Butterfly, a management coaching software company,
wrote, “Management is an art that must be practiced and remembered
day in and day out, and it’s incumbent upon firms to realize this and
implement the right tools for continuous learning and development.”9
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Caring

Finally, leaders must show that they care about their people. The only
way to inspire teams is to care about them. The old saying “People don’t
care how much you know until they know how much you care” applies
today more than ever. Show an interest in your people beyond the job
they do. Respect them, which means recognize them and see what they
do. Be approachable and available to the team as required. By caring for
your people, you allow them to be comfortable and confident in their
roles and their future with the company. As an ancient Chinese proverb
says, “From caring comes courage.” This courage is exactly what great
leaders can give their teams.

In this chapter, rather than offer a case study, we have provided an
example of a leader who we believe embodies the four characteristics of
leadership and has made a difference to his company’s culture by
emphasizing employee experience.

Case Study: Howard Schultz’s Leadership Style

Howard Schultz, former CEO and Executive Chairman of the Board of

Starbucks, is undoubtedly a great example of leadership, encompassing the

four attributes I have described. Not only is Starbucks a successful business

with a world-class customer experience, but the Starbucks culture is also one

that I have admired over the years. They have been ranked by Forbes,

Fortune, and Glassdoor as a great place to work. Here is a part of Howard

Schultz’s story, to demonstrate his passion, effort, expertise and experience,

and caring leadership style.

Passion:
“Howard Schultz has always wanted to do something bigger than selling

caffeine,” said Bryant Simon, author of Everything but the Coffee.10 Schultz’s

vision was to create a place for human connection, conversation, and com­

munity, for his customers and partners alike. Schultz’s passion for the business

itself also showed through daily–he woke at 4 a.m. to study the previous day’s

sales reports. Per a Forbes interview, even the tiniest details worried him,

because deep down he still thought of each store as his store.10

Effort:
Since taking charge of Starbucks, Schultz turned a regional company into a

top brand worldwide. The awards he has received attest to the effort he put
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into his company—Schultz was Fortune’s 2011 Businessperson of the Year

for delivering record financial returns, and all the while he was putting in the

effort to spur job creation in struggling cities in the United States.11 He has

also been honored with various leadership and business ethics awards.

Expertise and Experience:
Howard Schultz didn’t start out as an expert in the coffee or businessworld, but

he chose to surround himself by experts. After the company’s struggles in the

mid2000s, Schultz “beefedupStarbucks’management teamwith awide range

of proven leaders from outside. . . . The payoff: growth that never stops.”12 He

dedicated his life to his business and to learning from his mistakes. In his own

words, “What leadershipmeans is the courage it takes to talk about things that,

in the past, perhaps we wouldn’t have, because I’m not right all the time.”13

Caring:
Besides its luxury coffeeofferings, Starbucks is perhapsmostwell-known for its

social programs and initiatives, both for Starbucks’ partners and its customers.

Schultz always worked to balance profit and benevolence, and his programs

truly showed that side of him—to support military veterans and spouses, he

opened several cafes just outside of military bases; he introduced an online

college degree program for his partners; he recently expanded healthcare

coverage; and he also partnered with other large companies to host giant job

fairs in large cities, inviting out-of-work adults for job interviews.14 Schultz’s

inspiration for these initiatives came from his childhood, when his father was

injured on the job and was unable to receive any help. He said in a recent

interview, “Mygreatest success has been that I got to build the kind of company

my father never got to work for.”15 Schultz fully believes that he can bring good

fromhissuccess. “We’renot just here to raise thestockprice.What canwedo to

use our strength for social good?”16

It is the combination of these four elements that I believe makes people

want to fulfill the vision that Howard Schultz created—a place for human

connection, conversation, and community. These leadership qualities will

allow you to fulfill your vision through your people too.

Remember that a title does not make a person a leader; the person
makes that title come to life with a combination of passion, effort,
expertise, and caring. When these elements are brought together within
a manager, they can inspire their team members to want to do what they
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want their teams to do. And remember, it is yourmanagers who ultimately
define and determine the mindset and attitude of everyone who works
with them. As Kris Dunn, chief human resources officer (CHRO) at
Kinetix said, “Culture isn’t defined by most of us by what we see on the
website. It’s defined by the managers who are leading small teams.”17

Culture Hack: Managers must inspire their people to
want to do what managers want them to do.

1.	 Managers become leaders when they are able to inspire their people to

want to do more, stay longer, and be better at all that they do.

2.	 Managers must demonstrate a passion for their company, products,

and what they do.

3.	 Managers must continuously put in the effort to lead. Managers must

be productive and not just busy.

4.	 Managers must have and share their expertise and experience with

their team in order to elevate their performance.

5.	 Managers must show that they care about their staff by being respect­

ful, available, approachable, and showing an interest in their people

beyond just the work.
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Afterword
Change—It’s Not Just Something

Everyone Else Does

The only way to make sense of change is to plunge into it, move with it,
and join the dance.

Alan Watts1

I want to come back to something that I discussed in the introduction,
the concept behind our Culture Hacker initiative: change and, more
specifically, your willingness to change after reading this book.

Regardless of whether you are an owner, an executive, a manager, or
a human resources practitioner, if you have come to this point and have
realized that the mindsets and attitudes of your people or culture are
not the ones you want or need because the experience you are offering
could be better, you need to start thinking about what to do next. But
before you even consider that, begin by thinking about your own
disposition toward making changes. To be a leader in this modern
economy you must be willing to embrace and lead the change required
to improve the experience of your employees. We have introduced or
reviewed a number of ideas in this book that have been proven to
positively reprogram the employee experience. The question now is:
What are you going to do with these ideas and will you invest in
improving the mindsets and attitudes of your people?
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Over the years, I have been involved in a number of change
initiatives to help companies and managers shift perspectives. I have
identified four things that leaders must remember when thinking about
becoming Culture Hackers within an organization:

The Four Elements for Successful Change

1. Recognize the need to make a change.
2. Challenge the status quo with new ideas.
3. Prioritize your activities.
4. Get things done.

Recognize the Need to Make a Change

As human resources (HR) expert Michelle Crosby said, “Coming to
terms with the culture you have and the culture you want, and knowing
there are actually things you can do to move your culture from one place
to another is every leader’s job.”2 A person must recognize the need to
change and want to change before that change actually can take place.
Go back and reread Chapter 1, which lays out the importance of culture
and the need to make the employee experience one of the main focuses
of your organization. The imperative to improve your employee expe­
rience is simple; if you do not do so, then your customers and your best
employees will leave you. Both of these losses will significantly hurt your
company financially, your reputation, and your brand.

By recognizing that the mindsets of your people and their experi­
ences with you are not where they should be, you can understand the
first thing that can lead to change—the need. Now, as we indicated in
Chapter 1, culture is not just an HR thing, nor is it something that can
be done by one person alone. If you need to get your owner, other
executives, and managers on board, utilize the information in this book
to get them involved. Even better, share a copy of the book with them.
Get your senior team to buy into the idea that your company’s employee
experience needs to be improved.

Our group has conducted numerous culture assessments over the
years to help organizations understand their need to change. What is
always most interesting, but not surprising, is that when we deliver and
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discuss their results, the overwhelming response from owners, executives,
and managers is that they knew they had to improve. However, it seems
that even when we know we have to change, we still want to avoid it for
as long as possible. One of the most influential things we do is present a
series of quotes from employees collected during the interview process.
These quotes about how they currently feel about the work they do and
who they do it for oftenbecome the catalyst for action.Consider if you are
hearing and considering the voice of your employee. I highly recommend
engaging an independent group to help with your culture assessment,
even if it’s just to validate what you already know. It just seems that
employees arewilling to open upmore to third party interviewers, and the
results shared are more likely to be reviewed.

Challenge the Status Quo with New Ideas

You must be willing to challenge your current processes, thinking, and
mechanisms around the employee experience. Most managers struggle
to overcome the most dangerous words in business—“That’s the way it
has always been.” In many instances, the mechanisms and processes in
place have been maintained for years. As economist John Maynard
Keynes wrote, “The difficulty lies, not so much in the new ideas, but in
escaping from the old ones.”3

I hope that we have provided you with enough good ideas to
support your own Culture Hacking initiative to improve your employee
experience. However, I urge you, do not to stop learning just with this
book. Remain open to other experts your employees, and your peers
when it comes to the employee experience so you can continue to
gather new ideas and get creative in your own thinking.

I know the task of Culture Hacking seems daunting, but the
alternative is worse. As American business author Tony Robbins
said, “Stop being afraid of what could go wrong, and start being excited
[about] what could go right.”4

Prioritize Your Activities

First of all, recognize that you cannot do everything at once, even if a
number of items need to be addressed. Remember, one of the most
fundamental Culture Hacking philosophies is to make big changes
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quietly. You cannot be quiet when you are suddenly all over the place
trying to change everything. It is better to focus on one or two priorities
and complete them properly, rather than trying to do many things for
results that are merely average.

I urge you to consider all 12 mechanisms described in this book and
determine what your most important needs are. If you are not sure, then
brainstorm with others on which of the 12 are most important for your
organization. When we do our culture workshop and consider which
mechanisms to prioritize we consider which are the easiest to imple­
ment, which are most important to the staff, and the dollars and
resources currently available for improving the employee experience.

If you are still not sure then get your staff involved. As we discussed
in earlier chapters, utilizing their ideas, energy, and efforts is a great way
to make your cultural shift a reality.

However, even if it does not come up as the most important element
in your employees’ experience, I urge you to consider your values as the
first priority. They influence so many of the other employee experience
mechanisms we have discussed and, as I have described, they are the
foundation of your culture. Even if you think your values are the right
ideals onwhich your business should be based, consider whether they are
clearly defined and have accompanying behaviors that are easily
observed and measureable. If you are not sure, then ask your people,
test them on it, and watch to see what is going on in your business. Be
willing to challenge and think about your values first.

Once you have your priorities, establish an implementation or
change plan, and set some due dates to get things done. As indicated in
the beginning of this book, although you can reprogram the employee
mindset and experience, doing so is not an easy, short-term initiative
that can be made up along the way. So give yourself time, focusing on
just one or two items at a time. Utilize the action plan template
introduced in Chapter 7 to guide your activities and, most important,
ensure there is an accountability to get things done.

Get Things Done

And so our final point is to get things done. Now that you have read and
talked about what is covered in this book, you have to actually get
things done. As entrepreneur Wayne Huizenga said, “Some people
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dream of success, while other people get up every morning and make it
happen.”5 All too often we tell ourselves that we are going to change
and get things done, but we end up getting sidetracked, too busy, or
daunted by the enormity of the task. Then down the road, we look back
and wish we’d done more. So create your Culture Hacker action plan
with names and dates for who is doing what and when things are getting
done. Remember to look for the easy wins, the low hanging fruit, the
things that you are probably already doing that with a few changes
would be done. Engage the people necessary to get things done and
make sure they deliver. Remember: don’t be another company or
manager where often more is said than done. Get it done!

Your willingness to improve your employee experience, putting
aside some of the things that you thought true in the past and adding
things that need to be true in the future, is the key not only your future,
but your organization’s future. I believe we are in the employee
experience economy, and as such, we have to respond to what our
employees need and expect from us today and continue to make
adjustments along with our ever-changing workforce. As Kevin
Ricklefs, the senior vice president of talent management at CHG
said, “Culture change is an evolution—a journey. Strive to run the
company better year after year. It is a long-term approach.”6

That’s it. I know it seems like a lot, but when something as critical
as culture needs to be addressed because your customer experience is
struggling, the staff’s effort and performance is not where you want them
to be, and your turnover is too high, focusing on your employee
experience is not an option. If you want better profits and productivity,
then make the delivery of a great employee experience and better
culture your main thing. Good luck and thank you again for taking the
time to invest in yourself and your team.

Notes
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