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Preface

There has never been a shortage of “how to” books to help managers get the most from their human resources. Managers have long been bombarded with advice from consultants, professors, business journalists, and assorted management “gurus” on how to manage their employees. Unfortunately, much of this advice is a gross generalization, based more on opinions rather than fact. The exceptions tend to be overly complicated, long-winded presentations, containing a lot of theory but not much practical advice.

The Truth About Managing People was created to fill the need for a clearly written, practical guide to managing human resources, built on solid evidence rather than opinion. As someone who has been teaching and writing about managing people at work for more than 45 years, I have pulled from thousands of research studies to create a unique source for managers and manager-wannabes.

This book is designed to be a short, concise summary of behavioral research. It cuts through the jargon to give managers the truth about what works and doesn’t work when it comes to managing people at work. As with the previous editions, I’ve organized this book around key, human-behavior-related problem areas that managers face: hiring, motivation, leadership, communication, team building, conflict management, performance evaluation, and coping with change. Within each problem area, I’ve identified a select set of topics that are relevant to managers and where there is substantive research evidence to draw upon. I’ve also included suggestions to help readers apply this information to improve their managerial effectiveness. Seven topics are new to this edition, while the research and examples in the others have been updated. New to this edition are the following topics: the importance of people skills, emotional intelligence, employee engagement, mentoring, when teams are appropriate, deviant workplace behaviors, and creating creative employees.

Who was this book written for? Practicing managers and those aspiring to a management position—from CEOs to supervisor wannabes. I wrote it because I believe you shouldn’t have to read through detailed textbooks in human resources or organizational behavior to learn the truth about managing people at work. Nor should you have to attend an executive development course at a prestigious university to get the straight facts. What you get from this book, of course, will depend on your current knowledge about organizational behavior. Recent MBAs, for instance, will find this book to be a concise summary of the evidence they spent many months studying. They won’t see elaborated theories or names of major researchers, but they will find accurate translations of research findings. For individuals who haven’t kept current with research in organizational behavior or for those with little formal academic training, this book should provide new insights into managing people at work.

Each of the 62 topics in this book is given its own short chapter. And each chapter is essentially independent from the others. You can read them in any order you want. Best of all, you needn’t tackle this book in one sitting. It’s been designed for multiple “quick reads.” Read a few chapters, put it down, then pick it up again at a later date. There’s no continuous story line that has to be maintained.

Let me conclude this preface by stating the obvious: A book is a team project. While there is only one name on the cover, a number of people contributed to getting this book in your hands. That team included Charlotte Maiorana, Amy Neidlinger, Jodi Kemper, Elaine Wiley, Kristy Hart, Geneil Breeze, Alan Clements, Chuck Hutchinson, and Gloria Schurick.

[image: Image]

Stephen P. Robbins


Part I: The Truth About Hiring


Truth 1. The Importance of “People Skills”

Is there any “critical ingredient” for achieving success as a manager? Is it an MBA from Harvard or Stanford universities? How about specific technical expertise in one’s area of competence like law, computer engineering, or accounting? The answer to our question is “yes, there is a critical ingredient to success,” and it’s good interpersonal or “people” skills. Technical skills may be a necessary qualification for a job, but they’re rarely sufficient. Possession of competent interpersonal skills increasingly plays a major role in deciding who is hired, who is retained, and who is promoted.

What defines interpersonal skills? Although there is no universal agreement, most definitions include oral communication, leadership, motivating others, negotiating, resolving conflicts, and collaboration. In addition to these face-to-face interactions, the term also is expanding to include virtual interactions such as leading virtual teams and electronic communications.

Organizations place a premium on hiring people with good interpersonal skills.

Study after study has consistently found that organizations place a premium on hiring people with good interpersonal skills. Here are some examples:

[image: Image] When 1,400 chief financial officers in the United States were asked “If two candidates interviewing for an accounting or finance position had similar skills, which of the following would you find most valuable—technical knowledge, people skills, industry-specific knowledge, advanced degree, multilingual skills, or international experience?” The overwhelming first choice was people skills.

[image: Image] A survey of 330 employers found 96 percent rated communication and interpersonal skills as the most valuable employee trait.

[image: Image] A survey of more than 500 European business leaders from 32 European countries rated effective interpersonal skills a far more important quality in potential employees than a strong academic degree or business acumen.

Why are organizations putting a premium on hiring people with good interpersonal skills? The answer lies in the changing way work is done. Today’s employees are increasingly part of a collaborative workplace. Increased collaboration requires increased interaction with others, and successful interaction with others is dependent on interpersonal competence. In addition to interacting with their boss, employees find themselves increasingly as part of a team. And as team members, they have to participate in meetings, communicate clearly, be active listeners, provide feedback, make presentations, negotiate with others, and demonstrate they can be team players. Finally, many employees are expected to work with customers, suppliers, and others outside the organization. No matter how good their technical knowledge, if these people can’t work well with others, their job performance suffers.

Today’s employees are increasingly part of a collaborative workplace.

What’s important for employees in general is even more important for those in managerial positions or those aspiring to a management position. Studies of successful managers—those with high-performing employees and low employee turnover—consistently indicate that they have good interpersonal skills. For instance, a national survey of the U.S. workforce found that wages and fringe benefits are not the primary reasons people like their jobs or stay with an employer. Far more important are the quality of the employees’ jobs and the supportiveness of their work environments. So managers with good interpersonal skills are likely to make the workplace more pleasant, which, in turn, makes it easier to hire and retain qualified people.


Truth 2. First Impressions DO Count!

When we meet someone for the first time, we notice a number of things about that person—physical characteristics, clothes, firmness of handshake, gestures, tone of voice, and the like. We then use these impressions to fit the person into ready-made categories. And this early categorization, formed quickly and on the basis of minimal information, tends to hold greater weight than impressions and information received later. This categorization is what we commonly refer to as a first impression.

Psychologists refer to the power of first impressions as the primacy effect. Essentially, it just means that first impressions influence latter impressions. What’s important from our perspective is that the primacy effect carries a lot of weight when we assess other people and, maybe more importantly, that first impressions of people are not very accurate.

Why do we rely so heavily on first impressions? Basically, we’re looking for a shortcut. When we meet new people, we want to categorize them so that we can process and understand information about them quickly. The error is compounded by the fact that we tend to cling to our first impressions. When later information is received that might contradict that first impression, we tend to discount, misrepresent, reinterpret, or even ignore it.

When later information is received that might contradict our first impression, we tend to discount, misrepresent, reinterpret, or even ignore it.

The best evidence on first impressions comes from research on employment interviews. Findings clearly demonstrate that first impressions count. More specifically, the information processed first has a greater effect on later judgments than subsequent information does.

Research on applicant appearance confirms the power of first impressions. Studies have looked at assessments made of applicants before the actual interview—that brief period in which the applicant walks into an interview room, exchanges greetings with the interviewer, sits down, and engages in minor chit-chat. The evidence indicates that the way applicants walk, talk, dress, and look can have a great impact on the interviewer’s evaluation of applicant qualifications. Facial attractiveness seems to be particularly influential. Applicants who are highly attractive are evaluated as more qualified for a variety of jobs than those who are unattractive.

Initial positive impressions even reshape the interview itself. Positive first impressions lead interviewers to speak in a more pleasant interpersonal style and to ask less-threatening questions.

A final body of confirmative research finds that interviewers’ post-interview evaluations of applicants conform, to a substantial degree, to their pre-interview impressions. That is, those first impressions carry considerable weight in shaping the interviewers’ final evaluations, regardless of what actually transpired in the interview itself. This latter conclusion assumes that the interview elicits no highly negative information.

Based on numerous studies of the interview process, we can say that first impressions are powerful influences on outcomes. Instead of using the interviews to gather unbiased information, interviewers typically use the process to merely confirm first impressions.

Based on numerous studies of the interview process, we can say that first impressions are powerful influences on outcomes.

Can managers do anything to lessen the power of first impressions? Yes. First, I suggest that you avoid the tendency to make quick initial judgments. Try to stay neutral when you meet someone for the first time. The more time that goes by before you make a conclusion, the better you’ll know the person and the more accurate your assessment. Second, keep your mind open for new information that may contradict earlier assessments. Think of any early impression as a working hypothesis that you’re constantly testing for its accuracy.


Truth 3. Forget Traits; It’s Behavior That Counts!

You’re interviewing applicants to fill a job position in your firm. What are you looking for in these applicants? If you’re like many managers, you’ll answer with terms such as hardworking, ambitious, confident, loyal, and dependable. After all, how can you go wrong trying to hire people with traits such as these? Well, you can! The problem is that traits aren’t very good predictors of future job performance.

Most of us have a strong belief in the power of traits to predict behavior. We know that people behave differently in different situations, but we tend to classify people by their traits, impose judgments about those traits (being self-assured is “good”; being stubborn is “bad”), and make evaluations about people based on these trait classifications. Managers often do this when they make hiring decisions or evaluate current employees. After all, if managers truly believed that situations rather than traits determined behavior, they would hire people almost at random and structure the situation to fit the employee’s strengths. But the employee selection process in most organizations places a great deal of emphasis on traits. We see this in the emphasis placed on how applicants perform in interviews and on tests. During interviews, managers watch and listen to see if applicants have the “qualities” they’re looking for in a “good” employee. Similarly, tests are often used to determine the degree to which an applicant has “good employee traits.”

We tend to classify people by their traits.

There are two problems with using traits in the hiring process. First, organizational settings are strong situations that have a large impact on employee behavior. Second, individuals are highly adaptive and personality traits change in response to organizational situations. Let me elaborate on each of these points.

The effect of traits in explaining behavior is likely to be strongest in relatively weak situations and weakest in relatively strong situations. Organizational settings tend to be strong situations because they have rules, policies, and other formal regulations that define acceptable behavior and punish deviant behavior, and because they have informal norms that dictate appropriate behaviors. These formal and informal constraints minimize the effects of different personality traits. In contrast, picnics, parties, and similar informal functions are weak situations, and we’d predict that traits would be fairly strong predictors of behavior in these situations.

While personality traits are generally stable over time, a growing body of evidence demonstrates that an individual’s traits are changed by the organization in which that individual participates. Moreover, people typically belong to multiple organizations (for instance, community, religious, social, athletic, and political, as well as to an employer) that often include very different kinds of members, and they adapt to those different situations. The fact is that people are not prisoners of a rigid and stable personality framework. They can, and do, adjust their behavior to reflect the requirements of various situations. As a case in point, you might be quiet and passive in church on Sunday morning but loud and aggressive in an afternoon pick-up basketball game on that same Sunday.

The best predictor of a person’s future behavior is his or her past behavior.

If traits aren’t very good for predicting future employee behavior, what should managers use? The answer is: Past behaviors! The best predictor of a person’s future behavior is his or her past behavior. So when interviewing candidates, ask questions that focus on previous experiences that are relevant to the current job opening. And ask for actual work experiences rather than hypothetical ones. For instance, ask: “What have you done in previous jobs that demonstrates your creativity?” Or “on your last job, what was it that you most wanted to accomplish but didn’t? Why didn’t you?” And instead of asking “how would you handle situation xyz?” ask “how did you handle situation xyz?”


Truth 4. Brains Matter; or Why You Should Hire Smart People

Few topics generate more heated discussion and controversy than that of intelligence. People seem to hold widely differing and strong opinions on questions such as: Is IQ a good measure of intelligence? Is intelligence learned or inherited? Are intelligent people more successful than their less-intelligent peers?

We’re concerned with the relationship between intelligence (or what is technically referred to as general mental ability) and job performance—specifically, do people with higher intelligence outperform their peers with lower intelligence? Not surprisingly, this is a topic in which there is no shortage of opinions. But don’t put much weight on opinions. You should look for hard evidence. And there is actually quite a bit of hard evidence to draw upon. Certain facts are beyond significant technical dispute. For instance: (1) IQ score closely matches whatever it is that people mean when they use the word intelligent or smart in ordinary language; (2) IQ scores are stable, although not perfectly so, over much of a person’s life; (3) properly administered IQ tests are not demonstrably biased against social, economic, ethnic, or racial groups; and (4) smarter employees, on average, are more proficient employees. I understand that some of these conclusions may make you uncomfortable or conflict with your personal views, but they are well supported by the research evidence.

Smarter employees, on average, are more proficient employees.

All jobs require the use of intelligence or cognitive ability. Why? For reasoning and decision making. High IQs show a strong correlation with performance in jobs that are novel, ambiguous, changing, or in multifaceted professional occupations such as accountants, engineers, scientists, architects, and physicians. But IQ is also a good predictor in moderately complex jobs such as crafts, clerical, and police work. IQ is a less valid predictor for unskilled jobs that require only routine decision making or simple problem solving.

All jobs require the use of intelligence or cognitive ability.

Intelligence clearly is not the only factor affecting job performance, but it’s often the most important. It is, for example, a better predictor of job performance than an employment interview, reference checks, or college transcripts. Unfortunately, the strong genetic component of IQ—probably 70 percent or more of our intelligence is inherited—makes the use of IQ as a selection tool vulnerable to attack. Critics are uncomfortable when average IQs are shown to differ among different races or that IQ has been found to be associated with economic differences. Some critics use these findings to suggest that IQ measures discriminate and, therefore, should be abandoned. This is unfortunate because the evidence overwhelmingly indicates that IQ tests are not biased against particular groups, even though what they measure is largely outside the control of the individual.

Our conclusion mirrors what Damon Runyon said, “The race is not always to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, but that’s the way to bet.” If you want to hire the best possible workforce, all other things being equal, hire the smartest people you can find.


Truth 5. When in Doubt, Hire Conscientious People!

We know that people don’t have common personalities. Some are outgoing; others are reserved. Some are relaxed; others are tense.

An extensive amount of research has identified five basic dimensions that explain the significant variation in human personality. These five factors are

[image: Image] Extraversion—Are you an extravert (outgoing, sociable) or an introvert (reserved, timid)?

[image: Image] Agreeableness—Are you highly agreeable (cooperative, trusting) or low (disagreeable, antagonistic)?

[image: Image] Conscientiousness—Are you highly conscientious (responsible, organized) or low (unreliable, disorganized)?

[image: Image] Emotional stability—Are you stable (calm, self-confident) or unstable (anxious, insecure)?

[image: Image] Openness to experience—Are you open to new experiences (creative, curious) or closed (conventional, seek the familiar)?

Numerous studies have been undertaken to see whether there is any relationship between these five personality dimensions and job performance. Findings indicate that conscientiousness is most related to job performance. For the most part, conscientiousness predicts job performance across a broad spectrum of jobs—from professionals (engineers, accountants, lawyers) to police, salespeople, and semi-skilled workers. However, conscientiousness appears to be a stronger predictor of performance in jobs that are highly routine. While still relevant, conscientiousness is a weaker predictor of performance in complex jobs requiring a high level of intelligence. What explains this difference? It’s been proposed that it might be due to how job performance is measured in routine jobs. Performance in these jobs is not typically dependent on the quality of decision-making ability. Rather, it’s more likely to focus on variables like showing up on time and following directions—behaviors associated with conscientiousness.

Conscientiousness predicts job performance across a broad spectrum of jobs—from professionals to police, salespeople, and semi-skilled workers.

Individuals who score high in conscientiousness are dependable, reliable, careful, thorough, able to plan, organized, hard-working, persistent, and achievement-oriented. And these attributes tend to lead to higher job performance in most occupations. Additionally, research indicates that the power of conscientiousness transfers across borders. For instance, a review of studies covering people in 15 European countries found conscientiousness to predict performance across jobs and occupational groups.

So, in contrast to our conclusions in Truth 3, “Forget Traits; It’s Behavior That Counts!,” if you’re looking for a single personality characteristic that is likely to be associated with high job performance, you’re well advised to try to hire people who score high on conscientiousness. Let me note, however, one interesting caveat: More of this trait is not necessarily better. Evidence indicates that extremely conscientious people typically don’t perform any better in their jobs than those who are merely above average.

Our conclusions on conscientiousness, of course, don’t mean that other characteristics might not be relevant for specific jobs. For instance, evidence indicates that extraversion is a good predictor of performance in managerial and sales positions. This makes sense since these occupations involve high social interaction.

You’re well advised to try to hire people who score high on conscientiousness.

Some readers might be surprised that high emotional stability wasn’t found to be related to job performance. Intuitively, it would seem that people who are calm and secure would do better on almost all jobs than people who are anxious and insecure. Closer inspection suggests that only people who have fairly high scores on emotional stability retain their jobs. So the range among those people studied, all of whom were employed, tended to be quite small. In other words, people who are low in emotional stability either don’t tend to get hired in the first place or, when they do, they typically don’t last too long in their jobs.


Truth 6. Want Friendly Employees? It’s in the Genes!

Executives at Southwest Airlines recognize what many managers fail to notice: Some people are just inherently more friendly and upbeat than others. Southwest believes, and rightly so, that it’s difficult, if not impossible, to train people to provide friendly and courteous service. So Southwest Airlines focuses its hiring process on selecting out people who aren’t basically happy and outgoing. Google, Apple, and The Four Seasons hotels are other examples of firms that hire for attitude.

A number of jobs—flight attendants, retail clerks, salespeople, and customer service are some obvious examples—are performed better by people with positive dispositions. Many managers trying to fill these jobs assume that pleasant employees can be created. They spend a lot of their time trying to design motivating jobs, working conditions, or attractive compensation and benefit programs to encourage their employees to be friendly and upbeat. Additionally, they spend millions of dollars on training to shape behavior. Most of these programs fail to achieve their objective. Why? Because whether a person is happy is essentially determined by his or her genetic structure. Studies have found that 35 percent to 50 percent, and maybe as much as 80 percent, of people’s differences in happiness is attributable to their genes.

Studies have found that 35 percent to 50 percent, and maybe as much as 80 percent, of people’s differences in happiness is attributable to their genes.

One of the more interesting streams of research on this subject has been done by comparing sets of identical twins who were separated at birth and raised apart. If environment were the prime shaper of personality, you’d think that the twins would likely have little in common if they were raised in very different households. But that’s not the case. One set of twins, for example, had been separated for 39 years and raised 45 miles apart. Nevertheless, they drove the same model and color of car, chain-smoked the same brand of cigarette, owned dogs with the same name, and regularly vacationed within three blocks of each other at a beach community 1,500 miles away. Evidence like this has led researchers to conclude that genetics accounts for about 50 percent of the personality similarities between twins.

Analysis of satisfaction data for individuals over a 50-year period found that individual results were amazingly stable over time, even when these people changed employers and occupations. This analysis and other evidence suggest that an individual’s disposition toward life is largely established by his or her genetic makeup, that it holds over time, and carries over into his or her disposition toward work.

An individual’s disposition toward life holds over time and carries over into his or her disposition toward work.

The message here is to follow Southwest’s example. If you want pleasant employees, focus your attention on the hiring process. Select out the negative, maladjusted, trouble-making fault finders who derive little satisfaction in anything about their jobs. How? Through personality testing, in-depth interviewing, and careful checking of applicants’ previous work records.


Truth 7. Don’t Ignore Emotional Intelligence

In the past 20 years, few management topics have received as much notoriety as emotional intelligence. Is that notoriety justified? First, let’s make sure we understand what emotional intelligence is. Then, let’s look at the evidence.

Emotional intelligence (EI) refers to a person’s ability to detect and to manage emotional cues and information. It’s composed of five dimensions:

[image: Image] Self-awareness—Being aware of what you’re feeling

[image: Image] Self-management—The ability to manage one’s own emotions and impulses

[image: Image] Self-motivation—The ability to persist in the face of setbacks and failures

[image: Image] Empathy—The ability to sense how others are feeling

[image: Image] Social skills—The ability to handle the emotions of others

People high in EI know their own emotions and are good at reading emotional cues—for instance, they know why they’re angry and how to express themselves without violating norms. Early EI proponents argued that people who know their own emotions and are good at reading others’ emotions should be more effective in their jobs—especially jobs that demand a high degree of social interaction.

People high in EI know their own emotions and are good at reading emotional cues.

Several early studies were encouraging. For instance, one study looked at the characteristics of Alcatel-Lucent engineers who were rated as stars by their peers. The researchers concluded that stars are better at relating to others. That is, it was their EI, not IQ, that characterized high performers. A study of U.S. Air Force recruiters generated similar findings. Top-performing recruiters exhibited high levels of EI. Using these findings, the Air Force revamped its selection criteria. A follow-up investigation found that future hires who had high EI scores were 2.6 times more successful than those who didn’t. By using EI in selection, the Air Force was able to cut turnover among new recruiters in one year by more than 90 percent. Another illuminating study looked at the successes and failures of 11 American presidents—from Franklin Roosevelt to Bill Clinton. They were evaluated on six qualities—communication, organization, political skill, vision, cognitive style, and emotional intelligence. It was found that the key quality that differentiated the successful (like Roosevelt, Kennedy, and Reagan) from the unsuccessful (like Johnson, Carter, and Nixon) was emotional intelligence.

What does the overall evidence tell us? First of all, EI has not proved to be, in contrast to some early predictions, “the single most important predictor in job performance.” That enthusiasm appears to have been more hype than fact. Second, EI has to take a backseat to both cognitive ability and personality in predicting job performance. Intelligence and particularly conscientiousness predict a larger portion of job performance. Third, EI is more than just intelligence and personality. Contrary to what some have claimed, EI brings a unique addition to the search for valid predictors of future job performance. The evidence demonstrates clearly that EI, when added to intelligence test results and scores on conscientiousness, offers an improved predictor of job performance. Fourth, EI has been found to be positively related to both job satisfaction and job commitment. Finally, high EI scores by managers have been shown to relate to multicultural competency. That is, EI appears to predict whether managers will work well in diverse cultures.

EI is more than just intelligence and personality.

All this suggests that organizations that hire managers and employees with high EIs are likely to benefit. However, it should be seen as an additional predictor of job performance—helpful but inferior to both intelligence and conscientiousness.


Truth 8. Throw Out Your Age Stereotypes

There are numerous age stereotypes about older workers (typically defined as those over age 55)—and most of them are negative. Some of the more popular ones include: Older workers are less motivated; can’t learn new skills; lack flexibility; resist change; don’t work well with younger bosses; are less productive than younger colleagues; have reduced cognitive abilities; and miss more work days due to illnesses. The truth is that most of these stereotypes are wrong.

Why is it important for managers to overcome any negative stereotypes of older workers? The answer is simply that the workforce is aging, and managers can expect to work with older employees. Even ignoring the legal repercussions from age discrimination, this has important implications for managers. The reality is that the workforce is aging in the United States and in other industrial nations. Between 2010 and 2020, for instance, the over-55 segment of the U.S. workforce is expected to grow by 11 million—from 19.5 percent of the total workforce to 25.2 percent. Even before the Great Recession, an increasing number of Baby Boomers were indicating they wanted to postpone retirement, while recent economic events have made their staying in the workforce increasingly necessary. So as a manager, you’re likely to be hiring, working with, or working for someone who is older—and holding inaccurate stereotypes can be a serious impediment to that relationship. Now, let’s look at the evidence.

The workforce is aging, and managers can expect to work with older employees.

Many believe job productivity declines with age. And at first glance, that may seem logical. As we age, our vision and hearing often decline. So do our muscular strength, manual dexterity, and reaction time. But these factors don’t necessarily translate into impaired performance because they tend to be offset by experience, judgment, and a strong work ethic. The overall evidence indicates that age and job performance are unrelated. In fact, performance often improves with age, and when declines occur, they tend to be small. One likely explanation for why performance increases with age is that older workers tend to have longer job tenure, and increases in job tenure are associated with higher job performance. The evidence also shows that there are much greater differences in job performance within age groups than between age groups. That is, it’s the individual differences between people within age groups that matter most when predicting job performance.

The overall evidence indicates that age and job performance are unrelated.

What about factors such as cognitive abilities, absenteeism, turnover, and ability to learn? Studies comparing samples of older and younger workers in objective tests of cognitive abilities found no significant differences between the groups. Where small decreases in older workers have been found, it tends not to affect performance. Older workers appear to use their experience to cope and compensate for any age-related decline in cognitive skills.

The findings on absenteeism are mixed. While most studies show that absences decline with age, a closer examination finds it is partially a function of whether the absence is avoidable or unavoidable. In general, older employees have lower rates of avoidable absence than do younger employees. However, they have equal rates of unavoidable absence, such as those due to sickness.

In terms of turnover, the evidence is clear: The older you get, the less likely you are to quit your job. Of course, this isn’t an unexpected finding. You would expect older workers to be more stable for several reasons. As workers get older, they have fewer alternative job opportunities because their skills have become more specialized. Additionally, their long tenure also often provides them with higher wages, longer paid vacations, and more attractive pension benefits.

Finally, what about older workers’ ability to learn? The evidence here is also mixed. Older workers can learn “new tricks” but often complete training more slowly than their younger counterparts. There is also evidence that the type of training may influence its effectiveness. Some training methods such as active participation, modeling, and self-paced learning appear to be more effective with older workers.


Truth 9. Match Personalities and Jobs

Want to increase the satisfaction of new employees and decrease the likelihood that they’ll resign? There is a substantial amount of evidence that demonstrates this can be achieved by selecting job applicants whose personality matches the job you’re trying to fill.

Six personality types have been identified, and evidence strongly supports that people are happiest when they are put in jobs that align with their personality. Those six personalities are realistic, investigative, social, conventional, enterprising, and artistic.

People are happiest when they are put in jobs that align with their personality.

Realistic people prefer physical activities that require skill, strength, and coordination. Their personality traits: shy, genuine, persistent, stable, conforming, and practical. Examples of jobs that align with their personality include mechanic, drill press operator, assembly-line worker, and farmer.

Investigative people prefer activities that involve thinking, organizing, and understanding. Their personality traits: analytical, original, curious, and independent. Examples of jobs that align with their personality include biologist, economist, software programmer, mathematician, and news reporter.

Social people prefer activities that involve helping and developing others. Their personality traits: sociable, friendly, cooperative, and understanding. Examples of jobs that align with their personality include social worker, teacher, counselor, and clinical psychologist.

Conventional people prefer rule-regulated, orderly, and unambiguous activities. Their personality traits: conforming, efficient, practical, unimaginative, and inflexible. Examples of jobs that align with their personality include accountant, corporate manager, bank teller, and file clerk.

Enterprising people prefer verbal activities in which there are opportunities to influence others and attain power. Their personality traits: self-confident, ambitious, energetic, and domineering. Examples of jobs that align with their personality include lawyer, real estate agent, public-relations specialist, and small-business manager.

Artistic people prefer ambiguous and unsystematic activities that allow creative expression. Their personality traits: imaginative, disorderly, idealistic, emotional, and impractical. Examples of jobs that align with their personality include painter, musician, writer, and interior decorator.

The evidence indicates that people in jobs congruent with their personality tend to be more satisfied and less likely to voluntarily resign than people in incongruent jobs. Social individuals, for instance, should be in social jobs, conventional people in conventional jobs, and so forth. In addition, personalities can be conceptualized in a circle. Points on that circle would be in this order: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, conventional, and back to realistic. Findings support that the closer two personalities are in that circle, the more compatible they are. And adjacent categories are most similar. So a realistic person in an investigative job is more congruent—and should be more content—than if he or she were in a social job.

Managers should assess vocational interests in the hiring process.

Our conclusion is that managers should assess vocational interests in the hiring process. And by successfully matching interests and job requirements, there is an increased likelihood that hirees will perform well on the job and stay with the organization.


Truth 10. Hire People Who Fit Your Culture: My “Good Employee” Was Your Stinker!

Many a manager has hired a new employee based largely on his or her skills, then lived to regret it. While skill competence is certainly an important ingredient in the making of a “good employee,” never underestimate the role that an organization’s culture plays in an employee’s success or failure.

Never underestimate the role that an organization’s culture plays in an employee’s success or failure.

Employee performance typically has a large subjective component. Bosses and colleagues have to make interpretations: Is Dave a team player? Is Tina taking unnecessary risks? Is Laura too competitive? And whether those interpretations are positive or negative depends to a great extent on how well an employee is perceived to fit into the organization. A good person-organization fit goes a long way toward ensuring that an employee will be perceived as a high performer.

An organization’s culture represents a system of shared meaning. It expresses the core values shared by a majority of the organization’s members. The culture at Ireland’s Ryanair, for example, values aggressiveness and competition. In contrast, Johnson & Johnson has a communal culture that emphasizes a strong family feel and values trust and loyalty. The typical “good” employee at Ryanair looks and behaves very differently from the typical “good” employee at J&J. Similarly, Walmart’s obsession with cost-minimization creates a different culture and attracts and promotes a different type of employee than does Nordstrom, whose culture is defined by commitment to customer service.

As a manager, you should assess potential employees in terms of how well you think they will fit into your organization’s culture. You want to hire people whose values are essentially consistent with those of the organization, or at least a good portion of those values. If you begin by getting a solid handle on what your organization values and rewards, you’re well on your way to determining whether a candidate will be a good match. Ask questions and make observations that will allow you to determine the applicant’s propensity to be innovative and take risks, to focus on “the big picture” versus the details, to emphasize means or ends, to be team oriented or individualistic, to be aggressive and competitive versus easygoing, and whether he or she prefers the status quo to growth. These are the primary elements that identify organizational cultures.

You should assess potential employees in terms of how well you think they will fit into your organization’s culture.

The Limited, the women’s clothing retailer with 260 stores and 5,000 employees, is using software designed to help managers select among job candidates by analyzing 39 behavioral traits and fitting them to The Limited’s culture and what the company has found to characterize high performers. The software categorizes candidates into four groups based on degree of fit. Limited’s manager of staffing states that candidates from the top two groups “turn over far less frequently than candidates in the bottom two recommendation categories.”

What can you expect to happen if you make a mistake and hire a few candidates who don’t fit with your firm’s culture? It’s likely you’ll wind up with hires who lack motivation and commitment and who are dissatisfied with their jobs and the organization. They’ll get lower performance evaluations than employees with similar objective performance but whose values align with the organization. And, not surprisingly, employee “misfits” have considerably higher turnover rates than individuals who perceive a good fit. Most people pick up the cues that they don’t fit in and, assuming other job options are available, leave for a job where they’re more likely to be appreciated.


Truth 11. Good Citizenship Counts!

No matter how detailed and precise management is in writing up employee job descriptions, it’s difficult to capture all the nuances that go into the tasks that result in doing “a good job.” In fact, when unionized employees limit their work activities to only those minimally required by their labor contract, it’s called “work-to-rule” and is used as a tactic to slow down operations. The work-to-rule example is meant to illustrate that jobs have voluntary components, in addition to their required elements, that contribute to high employee performance.

All other things equal, most managers want employees who will do more than their usual job duties. They want employees who will go beyond expectations. Employees who exhibit discretionary behavior that is not part of their formal job requirements, but that promotes the organization’s operations, are said to be good citizens. And in today’s workplace, where flexibility is critical, jobs are fluid, work is often done in teams, and job descriptions frequently fail to include all the essential tasks that need to be done, top performing managers need individuals who display good organizational citizenship behavior (OCB).

Managers want employees who will go beyond expectations.

It helps to think of OCB as filling in the cracks that are left in job descriptions but that, nevertheless, help the organization achieve its goals. It’s the optional activities employees do that add to their effectiveness on the job.

What is good citizenship behavior? Examples include making constructive statements about their work group and the organization, helping others on their team, volunteering for extra job activities, taking the initiative to learn new skills, avoiding unnecessary conflicts, showing care for organizational property, respecting the spirit as well as the letter of rules and regulations, and gracefully tolerating the occasional work-related impositions and nuisances. Not surprisingly, studies indicate that those organizational units that have employees who exhibit good citizenship behaviors outperform those that don’t.

Organizational units that have employees who exhibit good citizenship behaviors outperform those that don’t.

So what can managers do to stimulate good citizenship among employees? The answer seems to be twofold: Increase employee autonomy and treat people fairly.

To demonstrate OCB, employees need autonomy. This provides them with the freedom to do extra tasks, to help out others, and make decisions that can help them do their job better. Additionally, when people believe outcomes, treatment, and procedures are fair, they are more likely to talk positively about the organization, help others, and go beyond the normal expectations in their job. If your employees feel that you, your organization’s procedures, and company pay policies are fair, trust is developed. And when employees trust you and the organization, they’re more willing to voluntarily engage in behaviors that go beyond their formal job requirements.


Truth 12. Realistic Job Previews: What You See Is What You Get

Think back to the last time you went for a job interview. Once the interviewer got past asking you questions, how did he or she describe the job and organization? Most managers, when conducting employment interviews, almost exclusively focus on promoting positive aspects. They talk about interesting work assignments, the camaraderie among coworkers, opportunities for advancement, great benefits, and the like. Even though managers typically know the downside of the job and the organization, they carefully avoid those topics. Why turn off a good job applicant by talking about negatives?

Managers who focus only on the positives are making a mistake. As attested to by a survey of 2,300 recently hired employees, their main complaint was an unrealistic, inaccurate picture of their new job. They said, for instance, that they wished they had known the turnover rate for their position, true travel requirements, actual hours, and the actual state of the organization’s finances; seen an official job description; and had more information about team structure and dynamics.

Managers who focus only on the positives are making a mistake.

At its worst, managers who focus only on the positive are setting themselves up for the disappointment of a sudden and surprising resignation. All those hours spent reviewing candidate applications and conducting interviews prove wasted when, after only a few weeks or a month into the job, the new employee abruptly quits.

Is there anything an astute manager can do to avoid this experience? The answer is Yes: Use realistic job previews (RJPs).

RJPs provide job applicants with both unfavorable and favorable information before an offer is made. It’s in direct contrast to the typical job previews that most managers give during the interview stage—carefully worded descriptions that sell the positive aspects of the new job and the organization. All these do is set up the employee with false expectations. No job or organization is perfect. And you’re more likely to keep your new hires if you’re straight with them from the beginning.

You’re more likely to keep your new hires if you’re straight with them from the beginning.

Why do RJPs reduce turnover? The evidence indicates that this openness enhances the perception in applicants of the organization’s honesty.

When the information that a job applicant receives is excessively inflated, a number of things happen that have potentially negative effects on the organization. First, mismatched applicants who would probably become dissatisfied with the job and soon quit are less likely to voluntarily select themselves out of the search process. Second, the absence of negative information builds unrealistic expectations. If hired, the new employee is likely to become quickly disappointed. This, in turn, leads to low employee satisfaction and premature resignations. Finally, the new hires are prone to becoming disillusioned and less committed to the organization when they come face-to-face with the negatives in the job. No one likes to feel as if he or she was tricked or misled during the hiring process.

An RJP balances both the positive and negative aspects of the job. For instance, in addition to positive comments, managers could tell candidates that there are limited opportunities to talk with coworkers during work hours, or that erratic fluctuations in workloads create considerable stress on employees during rush periods.

The evidence indicates that applicants who have been given a realistic job preview hold lower and more realistic expectations about the job they’ll be doing and are better prepared for coping with the job and its frustrating elements. Job satisfaction is also increased because new hires see that their employer has been honest and forthright in its recruitment efforts. The result is fewer unexpected resignations. While presenting only the positive aspects of a job to a recruit may initially entice him or her to join the organization, it may be a marriage that both you and the new employee will quickly regret.


Truth 13. Manage the Socialization of New Employees

All Marines must go through a multiweek boot camp, where they “prove” their commitment. At the same time, the Marine trainers are indoctrinating new recruits in the “Marine way.” In a similar but less elaborate manner, Starbucks puts all new employees through 24 hours of training to teach them the Starbucks philosophy, the company jargon, and the ins-and-outs of Starbucks’ coffee business.

The Marines and Starbucks use their formal training programs to socialize new members. They’re helping employees adapt to their organization’s culture. Why? Because no matter how good a job an organization does in recruitment and selection, new employees are not fully indoctrinated in the organization’s culture. Socialization turns outsiders into insiders and fine-tunes employee behaviors so they align with what management wants.

Socialization turns outsiders into insiders and fine-tunes employee behaviors so they align with what management wants.

When hiring a new employee, you have four decisions you can make—each of which affects the shaping of that new hire’s behavior:

First, will socialization be formal or informal? The more a new employee is segregated from the ongoing work setting and differentiated in some way to make explicit his or her newcomer’s role, the more formal socialization is. The Marines’ and Starbucks’ specific orientation and training programs are examples of a formal process. Informal socialization just puts the new employee directly into his or her job, with little or no special attention.

Second, will socialization be done individually or collectively? Most employees are socialized individually. But they also can be grouped together and processed through an identical set of experiences as in military boot camp.

Third, will socialization be serial or random? Serial socialization is characterized by the use of role models who train and encourage the newcomer. Apprenticeships and formal mentoring programs are examples. In random socialization, role models are deliberately withheld. The new employee is left on his or her own to figure things out.

Finally, will socialization seek investiture or divestiture? Investiture assumes that the newcomer’s qualities and qualifications are the necessary ingredients for job success, so these qualities and qualifications are confirmed and supported. Divestiture tries to strip away certain characteristics of the new hire. College fraternity and sorority pledges go through a “hazing” divestiture to shape them into the proper role.

Generally, the more that management relies on socialization programs that are formal, collective, serial, and emphasize divestiture, the greater the likelihood that newcomers’ differences and perspectives will be stripped away and replaced by standardized and predictable behaviors. Conversely, the use of informal, individual, random, and investiture options will create a workforce of individualists. So managers can use socialization as a tool to create conformists who maintain traditions and customs or, at the other extreme, inventive and creative individuals who consider no organizational practice sacred.

Managers can use socialization as a tool.


Part II: The Truth About Motivation


Truth 14. Why Many Workers Aren’t Motivated at Work Today

I often hear experienced managers complain that “people just aren’t motivated to work anymore.” If this is true, the fault is with managers and organizational practices, not the employees! When employees lack motivation, the problem almost always lies in one of five areas: selection, ambiguous goals, the performance appraisal system, the organization’s reward system, or the manager’s inability to shape the employee’s perception of the appraisal and reward systems.

If employees aren’t motivated, the fault is with managers and organizational practices, not the employees!

The best way to understand employee motivation is to think of it as being dependent on three relationships. When all three of these relationships are strong, employees tend to be motivated. If any one or more of these relationships are weak, employee effort is likely to suffer. I’ll present these relationships in terms of questions.

First, do employees believe that if they give a maximum effort, it will be recognized in their performance appraisal? For a lot of employees, the answer is unfortunately: No. Why? Their skill level may be deficient, which means that no matter how hard they try, they’re not likely to be high performers. Or, if the organization’s performance appraisal system is designed to assess nonperformance factors such as loyalty or initiative, more effort won’t necessarily result in a higher appraisal. Still another possibility is that the employee, rightly or wrongly, perceives that he or she is disliked by the boss. As a result, the employee will expect to get a poor appraisal regardless of his or her level of effort. These examples suggest that one possible source of low employee motivation is the employee’s belief that, no matter how hard he or she works, the likelihood of getting a good performance appraisal is low.

Many employees see the performance–reward relationship in their job as weak.

Second, do employees believe that if they get a good performance appraisal, it will lead to organizational rewards? Many employees see the performance–reward relationship in their job as weak. The reason is that organizations reward a lot of things besides just performance. For example, when pay is allocated to employees on the basis of seniority or “kissing up” to the boss, employees are likely to see the performance–reward relationship as being weak and demotivating.

Last, are the rewards the employees receive the ones that they want? An employee may work hard in hopes of getting a promotion but gets a pay raise instead. Or an employee wants a more interesting and challenging job but receives only a few words of praise. Or an employee puts in extra effort, expecting to be relocated to the company’s Paris office, but instead is transferred to Phoenix. These examples illustrate the importance of tailoring the rewards to individual employee needs. Sadly, many managers are limited in the rewards they can distribute, so it’s difficult for them to individualize rewards. Moreover, some managers incorrectly assume that all employees want the same thing and overlook the motivational effects of differentiating rewards. In either case, employee motivation is suboptimized.

In summary, a lot of employees lack motivation at work because they see a weak relationship between their effort and performance, between performance and organizational rewards, and/or between the rewards they receive and the ones they really want. If you want motivated employees, you need to do what’s necessary to strengthen these relationships.


Truth 15. Telling Employees to “Do Your Best” Isn’t Likely to Achieve Their Best

A friend of mine, who manages a group of software engineers in Seattle, was recently telling me what a great staff he had and how much faith he had in them. “When I hand out an assignment, I merely tell my people, ‘Do your best. No one can ask more of you than that.’” I think my friend was a bit perplexed when I told him that wasn’t the best way to motivate his staff. I felt pretty confident in telling him that he would have better success by giving specific and challenging goals to each employee or work team.

A mountain of evidence tells us that people perform best when they have goals. More to the point, we can say that specific goals increase performance; that difficult goals, when accepted, result in higher performance than do easy goals; and that feedback leads to higher performance than does nonfeedback.

Specific hard goals produce a higher level of output than does the generalized goal of “do your best.” Why? The specificity of the goal itself acts as an internal stimulus. Goals tell employees what needs to be done and how much effort they’ll need to expend to achieve it. For instance, if my Seattle friend’s software engineers committed to complete their current project by the last business day of next month, they would now have a specific objective to try to attain. We can say that, all things being equal, the individual or team with a specific goal will outperform his or her counterparts operating with no goals or the generalized goal of “do your best.”

Specific hard goals produce a higher level of output than does the generalized goal of “do your best.”

If factors such as ability and acceptance of the goals are held constant, we can also state with confidence that the more difficult the goal, the higher the level of performance. More difficult goals encourage people to extend their reach and work harder. Of course, it’s logical to assume that easier goals are more likely to be accepted. But once an employee accepts a hard task, he or she is likely to exert a high level of effort to achieve it. The challenge for managers is to have employees see difficult goals as attainable.

Considerable evidence tells us that people do better when they get feedback on how well they’re progressing toward their goals because feedback helps to identify discrepancies between what they’ve accomplished and what they want to do. That is, feedback acts to guide behavior. But all feedback is not equally potent. Self-generated feedback—where an employee is able to monitor his or her own progress—has been shown to be a more powerful motivator than externally generated feedback from a boss or coworkers.

The advice given here about specific hard goals and feedback may seem obvious or even trite. But, in practice, many managers continue to ignore their value. Studies consistently show a large percentage of employees believe they lack specific goals on their job and also complain about a lack of performance feedback.

A large percentage of employees believe they lack specific goals on their job.

One final point before we leave this topic: Our claims about the power of goals is culture bound. Goals are well adapted to countries such as the United States and Canada because they mesh well with North American cultures. Goals require employees to be reasonably independent and employers to put a high importance on performance. Those requirements are not necessarily true in every country. For instance, don’t expect goals to necessarily lead to higher employee performance in countries such as Portugal or Chile.


Truth 16. Professional Workers Go for the Flow

Can you think of times in your life when you’ve been so deeply involved in something that nothing else seems to matter? The task consumes you totally and you lose track of time. Most people can. It’s most likely to occur when you’re doing a favorite activity: running, skiing, dancing, reading a novel, playing a computer game, listening to music, cooking an elegant meal. This totally involved state is called flow. Managers should look to flow as a particularly effective way to motivate professional employees.

Research finds that the flow experience itself isn’t necessarily a time when people are happy. It’s a period of deep concentration. But when a flow task is completed, and the individual looks back on what has happened, he or she is flooded with feelings of gratitude for the experience. It’s then that the person realizes the satisfaction received from the experience and how it made him or her happier.

The flow experience isn’t necessarily a time when people are happy.

Are there conditions that are likely to produce flow? Yes. When people describe flow experiences, they talk about common characteristics in the tasks they were doing. The tasks were challenging and required using a high level of skills. The tasks were goal-directed and provided them with feedback on how well they were performing. The tasks also demanded total concentration and creativity. And the tasks were so consuming that people had no attention left over to think about anything irrelevant or to worry about problems.

Here’s something that might surprise you: The flow experience is rarely reported by people when they’re doing leisure activities such as watching television or relaxing. Flow is most likely to be experienced at work, not at home.

Flow is most likely to be experienced at work, not at home.

If you ask people whether they’d like to work less, the answer is almost always yes. People associate leisure with happiness. They think if they had more free time, they’d be happier. Studies of thousands of individuals suggest that people are generally wrong in this belief. When people spend time at home, for instance, they often lack a clear purpose, don’t know how well they’re doing, get distracted, and feel that their skills are underutilized. They frequently describe themselves as bored. But work has many of the properties that stimulate flow. It often has clear goals. It provides people with feedback on how well they’re doing—either from the work process itself or through a boss’s evaluation. People’s skills are typically matched to their jobs, which provides challenge. And jobs usually encourage concentration and try to prevent distractions. The end result is that work, rather than leisure, more clearly mirrors the flow that people might get from games, sport, music, or art.

What are the managerial implications from flow research? Work, itself, can be a powerful motivator. It can provide a feeling of happiness that most leisure activities can’t. So, where possible, design jobs with challenging, creative, and consuming tasks that allow employees to utilize their skills, and ensure that these tasks have clear goals and provide employees with feedback.


Truth 17. Not Everyone Wants a Challenging Job

A management-consultant friend of mine recently remarked, “Everyone wants a challenging job. It gives you a reason to get up on Monday mornings.” With due respect to my friend, he’s wrong. Not everyone wants a challenging job.

In spite of all the attention focused by the media, academicians, and social scientists on human potential and the needs of individuals, there is no evidence to support that the vast majority of workers want challenging jobs. Some individuals prefer highly complex and challenging jobs; others prosper in simple, routine work.

The individual-difference variable that seems to gain the greatest support for explaining who prefers a challenging job and who doesn’t is the strength of an individual’s needs for personal growth and self-direction at work. Individuals with these higher-order growth needs are more responsive to challenging work. What percentage of rank-and-file workers actually desire higher-order need satisfactions and will respond positively to challenging jobs? No current data is available, but a study from the 1970s estimated the figure at about 15 percent. Even after adjusting for changing work attitudes and the growth in white-collar jobs, it seems unlikely that the number today exceeds 40 percent.

The strongest voice advocating challenging jobs has not been workers—it’s been professors, social science researchers, and media people. Professors, researchers, and journalists undoubtedly made their career choices, to some degree, because they wanted jobs that gave them autonomy, recognition, and challenge. That, of course, is their choice. But for them to project their needs onto the workforce in general is presumptuous. Not every employee is looking for a challenging job. Many workers meet their higher-order needs off the job. There are 168 hours in every individual’s week. Work rarely consumes more than 30 percent of this time. That leaves considerable opportunity, even for individuals with strong growth needs, to find higher-order need satisfaction outside the workplace.

Many workers meet their higher-order needs off the job.

What’s the message here for managers? Don’t feel you have a responsibility to create challenging jobs for all your employees. For many people, work is something that will never excite or challenge them. And they don’t expect to find their growth opportunities at work. Work is merely something they have to do to pay their bills. They can find challenges outside work on the golf course, fishing, at their local bar, playing computer games, with their friends in social clubs, with their family, and the like.

For many people, work is something that will never excite or challenge them.


Truth 18. When Giving Feedback: Criticize Behaviors, Not People

Even really smart people are not immune from making fundamental management mistakes. Take Steve Jobs and Bill Gates as examples. Both were famous for berating employees when they thought the employees’ ideas were weak or their work inferior. Neither had a problem calling employees “idiots” or “stupid.” And these tongue-lashings frequently took place in meetings, further embarrassing the recipients. In spite of the fact that Jobs and Gates were geniuses and helped create two of the most valuable companies in the world, their berating of employees did nothing to improve the performance of those employees.

It seems pretty simple but it’s amazing how many managers ignore this advice when giving feedback to employees: Criticize employee behaviors, not the people themselves. Successful feedback focuses on specific behavior and is impersonal.

Successful feedback focuses on specific behavior and is impersonal.

Feedback should be specific rather than general. Managers should avoid making statements like “You have a bad attitude” or “I’m really impressed with the good job you did.” These types of statements are vague, and, while they provide information, they don’t tell the employee enough to correct the “bad attitude” or on what basis it was concluded that a “good job” had been done. For clarity, here are some examples of what good feedback is like: “Matthew, I’m concerned with your attitude toward your work. You were a half-hour late to yesterday’s staff meeting, and then you told me you hadn’t read the preliminary report we were discussing. Today you tell me you’re taking off three hours early for a dental appointment”; or “Ella, I was really pleased with the job you did on the Phillips account. They increased their purchases from us by 22 percent last month, and I got a call a few days ago from Dan Phillips complimenting me on how quickly you responded to those specification changes for the MJ-7 microchip.” Both of these statements focus on specific behaviors. They tell the recipient why you are being critical or complimentary.

In addition, feedback—especially the negative kind—should be descriptive rather than judgmental or evaluative. No matter how upset a manager might be, for instance, he or she should keep the feedback job-related and never criticize someone personally because of an inappropriate action. Telling people they’re “stupid,” “incompetent,” or the like is almost always counterproductive. It provokes such an emotional reaction that the performance deviation itself is apt to be overlooked. When a manager is criticizing an employee, that manager is censuring a job-related behavior, not the person. You may be tempted to tell someone he or she is “rude and insensitive” (which may be true); however, that’s hardly impersonal. Better to say something like “You interrupted me three times, with questions that were not urgent, when you knew I was talking long distance to a customer in Ireland.”

Feedback should be descriptive rather than judgmental or evaluative.

One final point on feedback: If negative, make sure the behavior is controllable by the recipient. There’s little constructive value in reminding a person of some shortcoming over which he or she has no control. Negative feedback, therefore, should be directed toward behavior the recipient can do something about. So, for example, to criticize an employee who is late because he forgot to set his wake-up alarm is valid. To criticize him for being late when the subway he takes to work every day had a power failure, trapping him underground for half an hour, is pointless. There is nothing he could do to correct what happened.


Truth 19. You Get What You Reward

A management consultant specializing in police research noticed that, in one community, officers would come on duty for their shift, proceed to get into their police cars, drive to the highway that cut through the town, and speed back and forth along this highway for their entire shift. Clearly this fast cruising had little to do with good police work. But this behavior made considerably more sense once the consultant learned that the community’s city council used mileage on police vehicles as a measure of police effectiveness. The city council was unintentionally rewarding “putting lots of miles on police cars,” so that’s what officers emphasized.

Managers routinely reward employee behaviors they’re trying to discourage and fail to reward the behaviors they actually want. A few examples illustrate this sad fact: Management says it wants to build teamwork, actually rewards individual accomplishments, and then wonders why employees compete against each other and are constantly looking out for Number One. Management talks up the importance of quality, and then ignores employees who turn out shoddy work and punishes those who fail to meet their production goals because they’re focusing on quality. Senior executives speak out loudly about the importance of their managers acting ethically, and then give a big promotion to a manager whose ethical conduct is clearly suspect.

Managers routinely reward employee behaviors they’re trying to discourage and fail to reward the behaviors they actually want.

Consistent with Truth 14, “Why Many Workers Aren’t Motivated at Work Today,” managers who claim that their employees seem to be lacking motivation should review their reward systems to consider the possibility that they’re paying off for behavior other than what they’re seeking. This review should begin by assessing what types of behaviors are currently being rewarded. What this assessment too often finds is that organizations are not rewarding what they assume they are. Obviously, if this is the case, then the reward system needs to be changed to get the desired behaviors. If you want quality, reward quality. If you want ethical behavior, then reward employees who act ethically.

If you want quality, reward quality.

Modifying reward systems doesn’t have to be a complex undertaking. Small adjustments can make big differences. And the little techniques you use at home can often be applied at the workplace. For instance, if you buy a single candy bar for your two kids, can you expect them to fight over who gets which half? Probably. Have you ever just given the candy bar to one of them, told him to cut it in half, and then let his brother or sister have first choice on which half he or she wants? This simple process of rewarding joint responsibility typically results in a precise and fair slicing up of the candy bar and a marked decline in fighting. This same logic was recently used by a department head who had to allocate offices in the company’s new building. Two of his employees, who had never gotten along, were wasting a lot of time arguing which one of the ten offices allocated to the department each would take. It seemed that whichever one Dave wanted, that would also be the one that Chuck preferred. After weeks of haggling, the department head told Dave to make two choices and that he was going to let Chuck make the first selection and Dave would get the other. The end result was that Dave sought two offices that were both acceptable to him, Chuck got “the pick of the litter,” and both were happy.

One last comment. The importance of rewarding the right behaviors never was clearer to me than when I saw a rich relative continually tell her son, “Don’t worry about saving money. You’ll have plenty when I’m gone.” That relative lived a very long life, and she could never understand why her son looked forward to her demise. Clearly, she would have gotten a different behavior from her son had she made his inheritance conditioned on her longevity rather than her death. He would have been far more supportive of her living a long life had she said in her later years, “I’m going to give you $50,000 the first of every year for as long as I live. But when I go, all my remaining money will go to charity.” Had she taken this approach, her son would have a vested interest in prolonging her life, not shortening it!


Truth 20. It’s All Relative!

A quarterback in the National Football League tells his team’s management that he won’t be reporting to training camp. Although he’s under contract and scheduled to make $7.5 million this season, he says he’s not motivated to play this year. He wants his team to either renegotiate his contract or trade him so he can get more money. Neither this player nor his agent ever suggests that $7.5 million is inadequate to live on. The argument is couched in terms of relative rewards: “Other players who aren’t as good as I am [haven’t played as long; haven’t won as many awards; don’t have as impressive statistics] are earning more.”

An impressive body of evidence tells us that employees don’t only look at absolute rewards—they also look at relative rewards. They compare what inputs they bring to a job (in terms of experience, effort, accomplishments, education, and competence) with the outcomes they receive (salary levels, pay raises, recognition, and the like). Then they look around for other references to compare themselves against. Those other references may be friends, relatives, neighbors, coworkers, colleagues in other organizations, or past jobs they have had. Finally, they compare their input/outcome ratio with the others and assess how equitably they think they’re being treated. For our football player, he looks at his pay and his statistics; compares them with similar professional players at his position; and cries “foul” because he thinks he’s under-rewarded.

An impressive body of evidence tells us that employees don’t only look at absolute rewards—they also look at relative rewards.

When people make these comparisons, they come to one of three conclusions: They’re either being fairly treated, under-rewarded, or over-rewarded. Fair treatment has a positive effect on motivation. Employees are likely to be motivated when they feel they are being equitably rewarded for their contribution.

Employees are likely to be motivated when they feel they are being equitably rewarded for their contribution.

However, when people perceive themselves as being under-rewarded, they tend to get angry. To lessen this anger and restore equity, they are likely to engage in behavioral or perceptual adjustments. For instance, they might take more paid sick leave, come in late to work or leave early, take longer breaks, put out less effort, goof-off on company time, ask for a raise, or even steal from the company in an attempt to “get what’s mine.” They might also reassess either their own or others’ inputs and outcomes, or change the person or persons with which they’re comparing themselves. At the extreme, under-rewarded employees can become angry enough to quit. The degree of active behavior that under-rewarded employees take is largely dependent on how equity-sensitive they are. Some employees are good at ignoring inequities or adjusting their perceptions to make them less bothersome. But many professional and technical employees are quite equity-sensitive. They’re likely to move quickly to correct any perceived inequity.

When people perceive themselves as over-rewarded, they react with guilt. And to relieve that guilt, they might work harder, get more education, help out others, or work through a paid vacation. Not surprisingly, the guilt rarely leads to requests for reductions in pay. In fact, people seem to have a great deal more tolerance of overpayment inequities than underpayment, or maybe they’re just better able to rationalize them.


Truth 21. Recognition Motivates (and It Costs Very Little!)

A few years back, 1,500 employees in a variety of work settings were surveyed to find out what they considered to be the most powerful workplace motivator. Their response? Recognition, recognition, and more recognition! Another study found that employees rated personal thanks from a manager for a job well done as the most motivating of a variety of incentives offered. But, unfortunately, 58 percent of the workers in this study said their managers didn’t typically give such thanks.

The most powerful workplace motivator is recognition, recognition, and more recognition!

In today’s highly competitive global economy, most organizations are under severe cost pressures. That makes recognition programs particularly attractive. Why? In contrast to most other motivators, recognizing an employee’s superior performance often costs little or no money. Maybe that’s why a recent survey found that 80 percent of large companies have recognition programs. Popular recognition actions, beyond verbal and written acknowledgments, include merchandise, gift cards, and travel. Recognition has been found to be especially relevant in the motivation of low-wage workers. It costs little and helps to build employee self-esteem. For instance, Fine Host Corp., a food service firm in Connecticut, gives out quality awards and posts workers’ names in company buildings to recognize good work. All Metro Health Care in Lynbrook, New York, sponsors an award for home health care giver of the year and also gives employees gifts, such as watches and blenders, for scoring high in quarterly training exercises.

A wealth of evidence tells us that rewarding a behavior with recognition immediately following that behavior is likely to encourage its repetition. How can managers use this to help motivate employees? They can personally congratulate an employee in private for a good job. They can send a handwritten note or an e-mail message acknowledging something positive that the employee has done. For employees with a strong need for social acceptance, managers can publicly recognize accomplishments. And to enhance group cohesiveness and motivation, managers can celebrate team successes. They can use meetings to recognize the contributions and achievements of successful work teams.

Rewarding a behavior with recognition immediately following that behavior is likely to encourage its repetition.

And keep in mind, little things can mean a lot. Lee Memorial Health System, in Cape Coral, Florida, found this out when it gave customized key chains to each of its 5,000 employees as a “thank you” when Modern Healthcare magazine named Lee as one of the top integrated health care networks in the United States. The key chains, designed especially for Lee Memorial, had the words “Valued Employee Since” displayed on the top of the brass emblem and the employee’s year of hire added below. They cost Lee only $4.50 per employee, but they proved to be a powerful motivator. Lee’s CEO said, “In all my years in health care administration, I’ve never witnessed as much excitement as was created by giving the key chains to our staff. I received many thank you notes and e-mails expressing appreciation that we would take the time to recognize each employee individually.”

One caveat for any recognition effort: The recognition must be sincere. People can see through insincerity. So, for example, giving praise for a performance that is not out of the ordinary is likely to have little motivating potential.


Truth 22. There’s More to High Employee Performance Than Just Motivation

Robin and Chris both graduated from college a couple of years ago with degrees in elementary education. They each took jobs as first grade teachers but in different school districts. Robin immediately confronted a number of obstacles on the job: a large class (38 students), a small and dingy classroom, and inadequate supplies. Chris’s situation couldn’t have been more different. He had only 15 students in his class, plus a teaching aid for 15 hours each week, a modern and well-lighted room, a well-stocked supply cabinet, an iPad for each student, and a highly supportive principal. Not surprisingly, at the end of the first school year, Chris had been considerably more effective as a teacher than had Robin.

The preceding episode illustrates an obvious but often overlooked fact: Success on a job is facilitated or hindered by the existence or absence of support resources. No matter how motivated an employee is, his or her performance is going to suffer if there isn’t a supportive work environment.

No matter how motivated an employee is, his or her performance is going to suffer if there isn’t a supportive work environment.

A popular way of thinking about employee performance is as a function of the interaction of ability and motivation; that is, performance = f(A x M). If either ability or motivation is inadequate, performance will be negatively affected. This helps to explain, for instance, the hardworking athlete or student with modest abilities who consistently outperforms his or her more gifted, but lazy, rivals. But an important piece of the performance puzzle is still missing. We need to add opportunity to perform to our equation. Performance = f(A x M x O). Even though an individual may be willing and able, there may be obstacles that constrain performance.

When you attempt to assess why an employee may not be performing to the level that you believe he or she is capable of, take a look at the work environment to see if it’s supportive. Does the employee have adequate tools, equipment, materials, and supplies? Does the employee have favorable working conditions, helpful coworkers, supportive work rules and procedures, sufficient information to make job-related decisions, adequate time to do a good job, and the like? If not, performance will suffer. And don’t forget to minimize your employees’ disruptions and distractions. As we’ll discuss in Truth 43, “Watch Out for Digital Distractions,” today’s workers are particularly vulnerable to a wide range of digital distractions—from text messages, to Instagram, to Facebook, to Internet videos.

When you attempt to assess why an employee may not be performing to the level that you believe he or she is capable of, take a look at the work environment to see if it’s supportive.


Truth 23. So Long Loyalty, Hello Employee Engagement

Your father or grandfather very likely spent his entire work career in one organization. That was a time when employers exhibited loyalty to employees and employees returned that loyalty. But we all recognize that the days of lifetime employment with a single employer have passed.

The world began to change in the 1980s. Employers wanted more flexibility to respond to changes in markets. Corporate executives were under strong pressure by investors to improve profits. Traditional trading barriers between countries came down, opening up worldwide markets but also bringing along new foreign competitors. Disruptive technologies, many an outgrowth of computers and the Internet, began undermining long-established businesses and industries. In response, employers started pushing health care costs on to employees and began replacing guaranteed pensions with 401(k) plans, which ironically made it much easier for workers to change employers. Employers also aggressively replaced full-time workers with part-timers. In addition, the traditional stigma attached to employers initiating mass layoffs disappeared.

Employees, meanwhile, were reading the signs. They began to believe the human resource consultants who were saying that employees had to take responsibility for their own careers. Employees responded by seeing themselves as free agents and assuming responsibility for managing their brand—themselves.

Employee loyalty has taken a huge hit in recent years.

Between 2006 and 2012, the percentage of U.S. employees who were seriously considering leaving their employers increased from 23 percent to 32 percent. Another survey reported that 76 percent of full-time workers, while not actively looking for a new job, would leave their current workplace for the right opportunity. So it’s not surprising to learn that, today, the average worker stays at each of his or her jobs for just 4.4 years. Clearly, employee loyalty has taken a huge hit.

If you can’t expect loyalty from your employees, what can you expect? The answer is: employee engagement.

Employee engagement refers to an individual’s involvement with, satisfaction with, and enthusiasm for, the work he or she does. Answers to questions like these tap engagement: Do you have access to the resources you need? Do you have opportunities to learn new skills? Do you feel your work is important and meaningful? Are your interactions with your supervisor rewarding?

Highly engaged employees are emotionally attached to their workplaces, have a passion for their work, and feel a deep connection to their company; in contrast, disengaged employees have essentially checked out—putting time but not energy or attention into their work. Actively disengaged employees are toxic—viewing their workplaces negatively and spreading that negativity to others.

One study of nearly 8,000 business units in 36 companies found that those whose employees reported high-average levels of engagement were more productive and experienced lower levels of turnover than employees with low engagement. Other studies consistently show that high engagement bonds employees to their jobs, reduces turnover intentions, leads to higher job performance, and increases organizational citizenship behavior. In essence, employees who are highly engaged in their job demonstrate loyalty by working hard and committing to the organization.

Employees who are highly engaged in their job demonstrate loyalty by working hard and committing to the organization.

As a manager, what can you do to improve employee engagement? A number of studies have looked at this question, and the list of answers is exhaustive. Essentially, four major areas appear to be important: job design, supervisor and coworker relationships, workplace environment, and human-resource practices. More specifically, you should design jobs that provide autonomy and empowerment; demonstrate leadership that offers recognition, supportive feedback, consideration, and trust; provide pleasant work surroundings; and ensure that people perceive the organization’s human resource processes as treating all employees fairly.


Part III: The Truth About Leadership


Truth 24. Five Leadership Myths Debunked

With the possible exception of wrinkle removers and weight-loss programs, there may be no subject with more nonsense masquerading as truth than the topic of leadership. Let’s look at five popular leadership myths.

Myth #1. Leaders are born, not made. A prominent myth is that leadership qualities are inherent in the individual: A select group of people are born to lead, while most of us are born to follow. The evidence indicates that genetics does have some influence on leadership emergence. Studies indicate that about 30 percent of leadership emergence can be accounted for by genetic factors. But that still leaves 70 percent to environmental influences. So while a few traits associated with leadership are genetically determined, leadership can be learned. We are not prisoners of our genetic makeup when it comes to whether we choose to seek leadership positions.

Myth #2. Successful leaders have common traits. The media are particularly guilty here of looking for and promoting a common set of characteristics they think leaders have. They identify leaders such as Richard Branson, the late Steve Jobs, and Sheryl Sandberg in terms such as charismatic, enthusiastic, decisive, and courageous. What does the evidence reveal? A number of traits seem to regularly appear that differentiate leaders from others. These include ambition and energy, the desire to lead, self-confidence, and intelligence. Overall, it appears that these traits are relatively powerful at explaining people’s perceptions of leadership. However, you shouldn’t put much faith in the belief that successful leaders have common traits. Why? First, traits provide no guarantees. Rather than being applicable across all situations, they appear to predict leadership in selective situations. Second, the evidence is unclear in separating cause from effect. For example, are leaders self-confident, or does success as a leader build self-confidence? And finally, traits do a better job at predicting the appearance of leadership than in actually distinguishing between effective and ineffective leaders. We can’t say that possessing traits like ambition and self-confidence will predict effective leaders, merely that others are likely to perceive them as such.

You shouldn’t put much faith in the belief that successful leaders have common traits.

Myth #3. Men make better leaders than women. Leadership positions have historically been held by men. As such, perceptions of leadership are often characterized in masculine terms such as strong, aggressive, and assertive. The evidence, however, indicates that men have no advantage over women when it comes to leadership. Since men historically held the great majority of leadership positions, a stereotype developed of leaders that had a masculine bias—task-oriented, directive, unemotional. But as organizations have increasingly become structured around flexibility, teamwork, trust, and information sharing, the male stereotype of a directive leader has become far less pervasive. Organizations increasingly need fewer leaders who use a command-and-control style and more who encourage participation, share power and information, nurture their followers, and lead through inclusion. The most recent evidence suggests that, although the differences are small, if one gender does have an advantage, it’s probably women.

Myth #4. The MBA creates effective leaders. Master’s degrees in business administration are popular and expensive. The United States, alone, turns out more than 155,000 MBAs every year. And the price of an MBA is not trivial. The cost of an MBA at a top university now exceeds $100,000. For many fast-trackers, pursuing an MBA also means giving up a full-time job and, typically, an income of $150,000 or more during that two-year period. Given these facts, you’d think there would be substantial evidence that MBA programs are successful in creating leaders. The evidence says otherwise. Little of what goes on in the conventional MBA program helps build effective leadership skills. These programs are great for learning about business, but they don’t train leaders. While they talk a lot about the importance of leadership, actual leadership is learned through experience and practice. And these are areas where MBA programs come up short. As one noted authority put it, “the MBA trains the wrong people, in the wrong ways.”

Little of what goes on in the conventional MBA program helps build effective leadership skills.

Myth #5. Leadership always matters. Given all the attention leadership receives—in business schools, politics, the media—you’d think leadership was always necessary for a group or organization (or country) to be successful. It isn’t. Data from numerous studies collectively demonstrate that, in many situations, whatever actions leaders take are irrelevant. Why? Individual, job, and organizational factors limit the influence of a leader on his or her subordinates. Characteristics of subordinates such as their experience, training, or indifference toward organizational rewards can substitute for the effect of leaders. Experience and training, for example, can replace the need for a leader’s support or ability to clarify work tasks. Jobs that are inherently unambiguous and routine or that are intrinsically satisfying may require little direct attention from formal leaders. And organizational characteristics such as explicit formalized goals, rigid rules and procedures, or cohesive work groups can minimize the role of formal leaders.


Truth 25. The Essence of Leadership Is Trust

When we trust people, we assume they’ll act honestly and truthfully, and be reliable and predictable. We also assume they won’t take advantage of us. Trust is the essence of leadership because it’s impossible to lead people who don’t trust you.

It’s impossible to lead people who don’t trust you.

One author summarized the link between trust and leadership this way: “Part of the leader’s task has been, and continues to be, working with people to find and solve problems, but whether leaders gain access to the knowledge and creative thinking they need to solve problems depends on how much people trust them. Trust and trustworthiness modulate the leader’s access to knowledge and cooperation.”

When employees trust a leader, they’re willing to be vulnerable to the leader’s actions—confident that their rights and interests won’t be abused. People are unlikely to look up to or follow someone whom they perceive as dishonest or who is likely to take advantage of them. Honesty, for instance, consistently ranks at the top of most people’s list of characteristics they admire in their leaders. It’s an absolutely essential component of leadership.

Honesty consistently ranks at the top of most people’s list of characteristics they admire in their leaders.

Now, maybe more than any time in the past, managerial and leadership effectiveness depends on the ability to gain the trust of followers. This is because in times of change and instability—which characterizes most workplaces today—people turn to personal relationships for guidance, and the quality of these relationships is largely determined by the level of trust. In addition, contemporary management practices such as empowerment and the use of work teams require trust to be effective. Finally, there is impressive evidence that employees respond positively to a trusted leader by often exhibiting increased organizational citizenship behavior (see Truth 11, “Good Citizenship Counts!”).

So how do you, as a manager, get employees to trust you? It’s no simple task, but research indicates certain actions help to build trusting relationships:

[image: Image] Be open. Mistrust comes as much from what people don’t know as from what they do know. Keep people informed, make the criteria on how decisions are made overtly clear, explain the rationale for your decisions, be candid about problems, and fully disclose relevant information.

[image: Image] Be fair. Before making decisions or taking actions, consider how others will perceive them in terms of objectivity and fairness. Give credit where it’s due, be objective and impartial in performance appraisals, and pay attention to equity perceptions in reward distributions.

[image: Image] Speak your feelings. Managers who convey only hard facts come across as cold and distant. If you share your feelings, others will see you as real and human.

[image: Image] Tell the truth. Truth is an inherent part of integrity. Once you have lied and been found out, your ability to gain and hold trust is largely diminished. People are generally more tolerant of learning something they “don’t want to hear” than finding out that their manager lied to them.

[image: Image] Show consistency. People want predictability. Mistrust comes from not knowing what to expect. Let your central values and beliefs guide your actions. This increases consistency and builds trust.

[image: Image] Fulfill your promises. Trust requires that people believe you are dependable, so make sure you keep your word and commitments.

[image: Image] Maintain confidences. People trust those who are discreet and upon whom they can rely. They need to feel assured that you will not discuss their confidences with others or betray that confidence. If people perceive you as someone who leaks personal confidences or someone who can’t be depended on, you won’t be perceived as trustworthy.


Truth 26. Experience Counts! Not Necessarily!

Most of us accept the common sense notion that experience is a valuable, even necessary, component for effective leadership. Voters, for instance, tend to believe that the jobs of U.S. senator or state governor prepare individuals to be effective U.S. presidents. Similarly, organizations buy into this notion when they carefully screen outside candidates for senior management positions on the basis of their experience. For that matter, have you ever filled out an employment application that didn’t ask about previous experience or job history? In many instances, experience is used as the single most important factor in hiring and promotion decisions. Well, here’s the surprising news: The evidence doesn’t support that experience per se contributes to leadership effectiveness.

Have you ever filled out an employment application that didn’t ask about previous experience?

“Some inexperienced leaders have been outstandingly successful, while many experienced leaders have been outstanding failures. Among the most highly regarded former presidents are Abraham Lincoln and Harry Truman, who had very little previous leadership, while highly experienced Herbert Hoover and Franklin Pierce were among the least successful.” Studies of military officers, research and development teams, shop supervisors, post office administrators, and school principals tell us that experienced managers tend to be no more effective than the managers with little experience.

There is no shortage of corporate examples demonstrating the failure of prior leadership experience to predict future performance. For instance, John Sculley was successful as president of PepsiCo but a disappointment as CEO at Apple. Ron Johnson, who was a star when he ran Apple’s retail operations, bombed as CEO at JCPenney. And Carly Fiorina found that her successes at Lucent didn’t transfer when she took over the CEO position at Hewlett Packard.

How could it be that experience wouldn’t make leaders more effective? Intuitively, it would seem that experience would provide learning opportunities that would translate into improved on-the-job leadership skills. The problems seem to be twofold. First, quality of experience and time in the job are not necessarily the same thing. Second, variability between situations influences the transferability of experience.

One flaw in the “experience counts” logic is the assumption that length of time in a job is actually a measure of experience. This says nothing about the quality of experience. The fact that one person has 20 years’ experience while another has 2 years’ doesn’t necessarily mean that the former has had ten times as many meaningful experiences. Too often, 20 years of experience is nothing other than 1 year of experience repeated 20 times! In even the most complex jobs, real learning typically ends after 2 or 3 years. By then, almost all new and unique situations have been experienced. So one problem with trying to link experience with leadership effectiveness is not paying attention to the quality and diversity of the experience.

Too often, 20 years of experience is nothing other than 1 year of experience repeated 20 times!

The second problem is the situations in which experience is obtained are rarely comparable to new situations. It’s critical to take into consideration the relevance of past experience to a new situation. Jobs differ, support resources differ, organizational cultures differ, follower characteristics differ, and so on. A primary reason that leadership experience isn’t strongly related to leadership performance is undoubtedly due to variability of situations.

So what can we conclude? When selecting people for leadership positions, be careful not to place too much emphasis on their experience. Experience, per se, is not a good predictor of effectiveness. Just because a candidate has ten years of previous leadership experience is no assurance that his or her experience will transfer to a new situation. What is relevant is the quality of previous experience and the relevance of that experience to the new situation that the leader will face.


Truth 27. Effective Leaders Know How to Frame Issues

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, “I Have a Dream” speech largely shaped the civil rights movement. His words created an image of what a country would be like where racial prejudice no longer existed; that is, King framed the civil rights movement in a way so others would see it the way he saw it.

Framing is a way to use language to manage meaning. It involves the selection and highlighting of one or more aspects of a subject while excluding others.

Framing is a way to use language to manage meaning.

Framing is analogous to what a photographer does. The visual world that exists is essentially ambiguous. When a photographer aims her camera and focuses on a specific shot, she frames her photo. Others then see what she wanted them to see. That is precisely what leaders do when they frame an issue. They choose which aspects or portion of the subject they want others to focus on and which portions they want to be excluded.

Political leaders live or die on their ability to frame problems and their opponent’s image. In an age of language wars, political victory often goes to those who win the battle over terminology. For instance, in recent years few topics have generated as much “framing” in Washington as what defines a fair tax. Democrats argue that it is one that is steeply progressive and puts most of the weight on the wealthy, who can afford to pay more. Republicans counter that a fair tax is one that spreads the tax burden more evenly and requires everyone to pay.

In the complex and chaotic environment in which most leaders work, there is typically considerable maneuverability with respect to “the facts.” What is real is often what the leader says is real.

Framing influences leadership effectiveness in numerous ways. It largely shapes the decision process in that frames determine the problems that need attention, the causes attributed to the problems, and the eventual choices for solving the problems. Framing also increases a leader’s success in implementing goals and getting people’s agreement, because once the right frames are in place, the right behavior follows. In addition, framing is critical to effective leadership in a global context because leaders must frame problems in common ways to prevent cultural misunderstandings. Finally, framing is a vital element in visionary leadership. Shared visions are achieved through common framing.

Political leaders live or die on their ability to frame problems and their opponent’s image.

Five language forms can help you frame issues—metaphors, jargon, contrast, spin, and stories.

Metaphors help us understand one thing in terms of another. They work well when the standard of comparison is well understood and links logically to something else. When a manufacturing executive describes his goal of having “our production process running like a fine Swiss watch,” he is using a metaphor to help his employees envision his ideal.

Organizational leaders are fond of using jargon. This is language peculiar to a particular profession, organization, or specific program. It conveys accurate meaning only to those who know the vernacular. Microsoft employees know, for instance, that a “Blue Badge” is a permanent employee, while an “Orange Badge” designates a temp or contract worker.

When leaders use the contrast technique, they illuminate a subject in terms of its opposite. Why? Because sometimes it’s easier to say what a subject is not than what it actually is. When an executive at a small pharmaceutical company was frustrated by his employees’ lack of concern with keeping costs down, he constantly chided them with the phrase, “we’re not Pfizer.” The message he wanted to convey was that his company didn’t have the financial resources of the drug giant and they needed to reduce costs.

Presidential politics has created the term spin. The objective of this technique is to cast your subject in a positive or negative light. Leaders who are good at “spinning” get others to interpret their interests in positive terms and opposing interests in negative terms. During the 2012 U.S. presidential campaign, Democratic leaders regularly used spin to describe Republican Mitt Romney as an insensitive multimillionaire “who is out of touch with the middle class.”

Finally, leaders use stories to frame issues with examples that are larger than metaphors or jargon. When leaders at 3M tell the story of how Post-it Notes were discovered, they remind people of the importance the company places on creativity and serendipity in the innovation process.


Truth 28. You Get What You Expect

Let me tell you about 105 Israeli soldiers who were participating in a combat command course. The four instructors in this course were told that one-third of the specific incoming trainees had high potential, one-third had normal potential, and the potential of the rest was unknown. In reality, the trainees were randomly assigned into these categories by researchers conducting the study. In spite of the fact that the three groups should have performed about equally, since they were randomly placed, those trainees whose instructors were told had high potential scored significantly higher on objective achievement tests, exhibited more positive attitudes, and held their leaders in higher regard than did the others.

What happened here illustrates the power of expectations. The instructors of the supposedly high-potential trainees got better results from them because the instructors expected it! This same result has been well documented in studies of teachers’ behavior in classrooms. What teachers expect from students is what they generally get.

Think of expectations as sort of a self-fulfilling prophesy. Expectations of how someone is likely to act cause that person to fulfill the expectation. In business, this tells us that managers get the performance they expect. Treat someone as a loser and he won’t disappoint you. Treat people as capable individuals who can perform at the highest level, and they’ll do their best to prove you right. So leaders who expect more get more!

Treat someone as a loser and he won’t disappoint you.

Leaders who expect more get more!

Why do high employee expectations lead to higher performance? Because a leader’s expectations influence the leader’s behavior toward employees. Leaders allocate resources to employees in proportion to their expectations. They invest their best leadership in those they expect to perform best. Employees who a leader expects to do well receive more emotional support through nonverbal cues (like smiling and eye contact), more frequent and valuable feedback, more challenging goals, better training, and more desirable assignments. And leaders exhibit greater trust in these employees. These behaviors, in turn, lead to employees who are better trained, with better skills and job knowledge. In addition, the leader’s support helps build employee confidence, which increases the employee’s belief that he or she can succeed on the job.

The message here for leaders is that you should expect high performance from your employees. Tell them verbally and show them by your behavior that you believe in them. Let them know that you think they have untapped potential and that they can achieve more than they have. But don’t expect too much. Sky-high expectations can be intimidating and demoralizing—leading to frustration, failure, and low expectations in the future. If you help employees achieve “small wins,” they’ll build their confidence and gradually raise their expectations over time.


Truth 29. Charisma Can Be Learned

An increasing amount of evidence supports the value of charisma in leadership. Many of our most visible leaders, both past and present, have stood out for their charismatic qualities. These include individuals such as John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher, Vince Lombardi, Steve Jobs, Richard Branson, Bill Clinton, and Mother Theresa.

Many of our most visible leaders have stood out for their charismatic qualities.

What differentiates these charismatic leaders from their noncharismatic counterparts? Common characteristics of charismatic leaders include self-confidence, a strong vision that proposes a future better than the status quo, the ability to articulate the vision, strong convictions in the vision, and the willingness to enact radical change.

We used to think that charismatic leaders were born. However, recent evidence suggests otherwise. Individuals can be trained to exhibit charismatic behaviors and can thus enjoy the benefits that accompany being labeled “a charismatic leader.” Here are some specific charismatic behaviors you can engage in:

[image: Image] Project a powerful, confident, and dynamic presence. Use a captivating and engaging voice tone. Convey confidence. Talk directly to people, maintain direct eye contact, and hold your body posture in a way that says you’re sure of yourself. Speak clearly, avoid stammering, and avoid sprinkling your sentences with noncontent phrases such as “uhhh” and “you know.”

[image: Image] Articulate an overarching vision. Create a vision for the future expressed as an idealized goal, specify unconventional ways of achieving the vision, and communicate the vision to others. The road to achieving the vision should be novel but appropriate to the context. And remember that success is not only having a vision but being able to get others to buy into it.

[image: Image] Communicate high performance expectations and confidence in others’ ability to meet these expectations. State ambitious goals for individuals and groups and demonstrate your belief that they will be achieved.

It’s been shown that a person can learn to become charismatic by following a three-step process. First, you need to develop the aura of charisma by maintaining an optimistic view, using passion as a catalyst for generating enthusiasm, and communicating with the whole body, not just with words. Second, you have to draw others in by creating a bond that inspires others to follow. And third, you need to bring out the potential in followers by tapping into their emotions.

This approach seems to work, as evidenced by the success researchers have had in actually scripting college students to “play” charismatic. The students were taught to articulate an overarching goal, to communicate high performance expectations, to exhibit confidence in the ability of subordinates to meet those expectations, and to empathize with the needs of their subordinates. They learned to project a powerful, confident, and dynamic presence, and they practiced using a captivating and engaging voice tone. To further capture the dynamics and energy of charisma, the leaders were trained to evoke charismatic nonverbal characteristics: They alternated between pacing and sitting on the edges of their desks, leaned toward the subordinates, maintained direct eye contact, and had a relaxed posture and animated facial expressions. These researchers found that these students could learn how to project charisma. Moreover, subordinates of these leaders had higher task performance, task adjustment, and adjustment to the leader and to the group than did subordinates who worked in groups led by noncharismatic leaders.

This tells us that while some people clearly have an intuitive style that creates charisma, you can train yourself to exhibit charismatic behaviors. And to the degree to which you’re successful, you will be perceived by others as a charismatic leader.

You can train yourself to exhibit charismatic behaviors.


Truth 30. Charisma Is Not Always an Asset

While the media tend to love charismatic leaders, charisma is not always needed nor an asset.

If you have any doubts that there are negatives associated with charisma, let me just name three charismatic leaders: Adolph Hitler, Charles Manson, and Osama bin Laden. In addition, less well-known destructive charismatics include the “Queen of Mean” Leona Helmsley of the Helmsley real estate empire; Ken Lay and Jeff Skilling at the now defunct Enron; Tyco’s former CEO Dennis Kozlowski, who spent nine years in a New York prison; and Jim Jones, who led more than 900 people to their death by cyanide poisoning at Jonestown in Guyana.

Research tells us that charismatic leadership is not always needed to achieve high levels of employee performance. There are situations that favor it. Charisma appears to be most appropriate when the follower’s task has an ideological component or when the environment involves a high degree of stress and uncertainty. This may explain why, when charismatic leaders surface, it’s more likely to be in politics, religion, war time, or when a business firm is in its infancy or facing a life-threatening crisis. In the 1930s, Franklin D. Roosevelt offered a vision to get Americans out of the Great Depression. In 1997, when Apple was floundering and lacking direction, the board persuaded cofounder Steve Jobs to return as interim CEO to inspire the company to return to its innovative roots.

In addition to ideology and environmental uncertainty, another situational factor limiting charisma appears to be level in the organization. As noted in Truth 29, “Charisma Can Be Learned,” the creation of a vision is a key component of charisma. But visions typically apply to entire organizations or major divisions. They tend to be created by top executives. As such, charisma probably has more direct relevance to explaining the success and failures of chief executives than of first-line supervisors.

And then there is the dark side of charisma. Those charismatic leaders who are larger than life often don’t act in the best interests of their organizations. Many use their power to remake their organizations in their own image. They often blur the boundary separating their personal interests from their organization’s interests. And at its worst, the perils of this ego-driven charisma are leaders who allow their self-interest and personal goals to override the goals of the organization. Intolerant of criticism, they surround themselves with yes-people who are rewarded for pleasing the leader and they create a climate in which people are afraid to question or challenge the “king” or “queen” when they think he or she is making a mistake.

The dark side of charisma reveals leaders who use power for personal gain, promote their own personal vision, stifle critical or opposing viewpoints, consider their decision insights superior to others, and become insensitive to others’ needs. They become egotistical, narcissistic, manipulative, and often ruthless. The same confidence, drive, communication skills, and charm that lead to a positive charismatic persona become a powerful aphrodisiac driven by self-interest.

There is a dark side to charisma.

A study of 29 companies that went from good to great (their cumulative stock returns were all at least three times better than the general stock market over 15 years) found an absence of ego-driven charismatic leaders. Although the leaders of these firms were fiercely ambitious and driven, their ambition was directed toward their company rather than themselves. They generated extraordinary results but with little fanfare or hoopla. They took responsibility for mistakes and poor results but gave credit for successes to other people. They channeled their ego needs away from themselves and into the goal of building a great organization. This study is important because it confirms that leaders don’t necessarily need to be charismatic to be effective, especially where charisma is enmeshed with an outsized ego.

Leaders don’t necessarily need to be charismatic to be effective.


Truth 31. Make Others Dependent on You

Power is the capacity for a leader to influence the behavior of another individual or group of individuals so that they’ll do something they wouldn’t otherwise do. And as we’ll show, effective leaders build a power base by making others dependent on them.

How do you make others dependent on you? There are two primary sources of power: your position in the organization and your personal characteristics.

In formal organizations, managerial positions come with authority—the right to give orders and expect the orders to be obeyed. In addition, a managerial position typically comes with the discretion to allocate rewards and enact punishments. Managers can give out desirable work assignments, appoint people to interesting or important projects, provide favorable performance reviews, and recommend salary increases. But they also can dish out undesirable work shifts and assignments, put people onto boring or low-profile projects, write up unfavorable appraisals, recommend undesirable transfers or even demotions, and limit merit raises.

You don’t have to be a manager or have formal authority to have power. You can influence others through personal characteristics such as your expertise or personal charisma. In today’s high-tech world, expertise is an increasingly powerful source of influence. As jobs become more specialized and complex, organizations become dependent on experts with special skills or knowledge to achieve goals. Specialists such as software programmers, tax accountants, environmental engineers, and industrial psychologists are examples of individuals in organizations who can wield power as a result of their expertise. If you’re director of human resources in your firm and you need valid selection tests to help you identify high-potential candidates—and you rely on the industrial psychologist on your staff to provide these valid tests—that industrial psychologist has expert power. Of course, charisma is also a powerful source of influence. If you possess charismatic traits, you can use this power to get others to do what you want.

You don’t have to be a manager or have formal authority to have power.

The key to gaining power is making others dependent on you. And how do you do that? By gaining control over resources that are both important and scarce.

If nobody wants what you’ve got, it’s not going to create dependency. For you to create dependency, therefore, the thing(s) you control must be perceived as being important. It’s been found, for instance, that organizations actively seek to avoid uncertainty. We should, therefore, expect that those individuals or groups who can reduce an organization’s uncertainty will be perceived as controlling an important resource. For instance, during a labor strike, the organization’s negotiating representatives have increased power. And engineers, as a group, are more powerful at Intel than at Procter & Gamble. An organization such as Intel, which is heavily technologically oriented, is highly dependent on its engineers to maintain its products’ technical advantages and quality. And, at Intel, engineers are clearly a powerful group. At Procter & Gamble, marketing is the name of the game, and marketers are the most powerful occupational group. These examples support not only the view that the ability to reduce uncertainty increases a group’s importance, and hence its power, but also the view that what’s important is situational. It varies among organizations and undoubtedly also varies over time within any given organization.

If something is plentiful, possession of it will not increase your power. A resource needs to be perceived as scarce to create dependency. This can help to explain how low-ranking members in an organization, who have important knowledge not available to high-ranking members, gain power over the high-ranking members. It also helps to make sense out of behaviors of low-ranking members that otherwise might seem illogical, such as destroying the procedure manuals that describe how a job is done, refusing to train people in their jobs or even to show others exactly what they do, creating specialized language and terminology that inhibit others from understanding their jobs, or operating in secrecy so an activity will appear more complex and difficult than it really is.

If something is plentiful, possession of it will not increase your power.


Truth 32. Successful Leaders Are Politically Adept

When people in organizations convert their power into action, we describe them as engaged in politics. Those with good political skills have the ability to use their power bases effectively. And effective leaders know how to be politically adept.

Politics refers to those activities that are not required as part of an individual’s formal role but that influence, or attempt to influence, the distribution of advantages and disadvantages within the organization. Politicking is outside your specified job requirements. And it includes a wide variety of behaviors—including building relationships with people inside and outside the organization who can provide useful information or assistance, avoiding fights over issues that aren’t critical, withholding key information from decision makers, joining a coalition, spreading rumors, exchanging favors with others in the organization for mutual benefit, lobbying on behalf of or against a particular individual or decision alternative, and promoting your contributions and accomplishments.

To many, playing organizational politics is seen negatively. They may even be proud of the fact that they don’t “play politics.” They think they can succeed in the organization on their job performance alone. But they’re naïve. Politics are part of organizational life. For leaders, it’s often necessary to play politics to get those things you want for your work team, department, or group. In fact, many leaders have failed, or seriously suboptimized their performance, precisely because they either chose not to play politics or played it poorly.

Politics are part of organizational life.

A substantial amount of evidence demonstrates that political skill is a valid predictor of performance ratings. And it predicts both job performance and performance ratings in jobs that emphasize interpersonal and social requirements. So while good political skills might minimally enhance the performance of software programmers, they become incredibly important for the performance of sales jobs and project team leaders.

A substantial amount of evidence demonstrates that political skill is a valid predictor of performance ratings.

An excellent example of politics is the use of language by organization members. As we noted in Truth 27, “Effective Leaders Know How to Frame Issues,” words frame issues. So, for instance, one person’s demonstration of loyalty is another’s apple polishing. When an executive pushes a decision downward in the organization, is she delegating authority or passing the buck? Carefully documenting decisions might be seen by others as covering your rear. These examples illustrate how the language of politics can be used to frame—in either positive or negative ways—the most basic parts of a manager’s job.

Are there any personality types that are better than others at developing their political skills? The answer is “yes.” Your political “talent” is likely to be enhanced if you rate high on emotional intelligence (EI) and self-monitoring. EI, as discussed in Truth 7, “Don’t Ignore Emotional Intelligence,” refers to the ability to read and understand one’s own and others’ emotions. So individuals with high EI are able to assess what emotions are appropriate in a given situation and then control those emotions. They are also able to interpret others’ emotions so as to exhibit the appropriate response. Bill Clinton, who undoubtedly has a high EI, demonstrated his skill in his famous “I feel your pain” statement.

People who are high self-monitors are able to adjust their behavior to changing situations, while low self-monitors tend to display their true feelings in every situation. High self-monitors are sensitive to external cues and can behave differently in different situations, sometimes presenting striking contradictions between their public persona and their private self. Not surprising, this ability to conform to changing situations allows them to be social chameleons, adapting their behavior and attitudes to fit the people around them. One interesting study dramatically demonstrated the value of being a high self-monitor. It found that high self-monitors took an average of just 18 months to infiltrate the nucleus of their workplace network. In contrast, it took low self-monitors a staggering 13 years!


Truth 33. Ethical Leadership

Unethical practices by executives at organizations as varied as Enron, HealthSouth, Chevron, General Motors, Fannie Mae, AIG, and News Corp. have increased the need to consider ethical standards when evaluating a leader’s effectiveness.

Ethics touches on leadership at a number of junctures. For instance, charisma has an ethical component. Unethical leaders are more likely to use their charisma to enhance power over followers, directed toward self-serving ends. Ethical leaders use their charisma in a socially constructive way to serve others. Leaders who treat their followers with fairness, especially by providing honest, frequent, and accurate information, are seen as more effective. Leaders rated highly ethically tend to have followers who are willing to put in the extra effort to ensure work is done properly and on time, and who then experience psychological well-being and high job satisfaction. There is also the issue of abuse of power by leaders when they give themselves large salaries, bonuses, and stock options while, at the same time, they seek to cut costs by laying off long-time employees. And the topic of trust explicitly deals with honesty and integrity in leadership. Because top executives set the moral tone for an organization, they need to set high ethical standards, demonstrate those standards through their own behavior, and encourage and reward integrity in others.

Ethics touches on leadership at a number of junctures.

Leaders set the ethical tone for their work group. Leaders occupying senior management roles create the ethical expectations for the entire organization. A recent study of 2,572 U.S. Army soldiers underscored that ethical top leadership influences not only direct followers, but across all organizational levels, because these top leaders create an ethical culture and expect lower-level leaders to behave along ethical guidelines.

Leadership effectiveness needs to address the means that a leader uses in trying to achieve goals as well as the content of those goals. For instance, the late Steve Jobs was regularly characterized accurately as both a genius and a charismatic leader. He was also rude, fiercely demanding, uncompromising, a bully, and the poster boy for control freaks. He led Apple to the pinnacle of success, and it continues to be one of the most successful and valuable companies in America. But the company’s success was achieved by means of a ruthless work culture. Apple has frequently been described as a brutal and unforgiving place, where perfection is expected and accountability strictly enforced. Importantly, Apple’s culture mirrors the personality of Jobs: ruthless, intense, unforgiving, and obsessed with perfection.

In addition, ethical leadership must address the content of a leader’s goals. Are the changes that the leader seeks for the organization morally acceptable? Is a business leader effective if he or she builds an organization’s success by selling products that damage the health of its users? This question, for example, might be asked of executives in the tobacco and junk food industries. Or is a military leader successful by winning a war that should not have been fought in the first place?

Leadership is not value-free. As a leader, you should be prepared to be judged by both the means you use to achieve your goals and the moral content of those goals.

Leadership is not value-free.


Truth 34. Virtual Leadership: Leading from Afar

How do you lead people who are physically separated from you, whom you may never have met, but with whom you communicate electronically? These are people who might be in different time zones, geographic locations, or residing in a different culture.

We can’t ignore the reality that today’s managers and their employees are increasingly linked by networks rather than geographical proximity. Working remotely is a rapidly spreading trend. For instance, one research group estimated that, between 2008 and 2013, there was an 800 percent increase in virtual workers. Emerging technologies allow people to work from almost any location. Obvious examples include managers who regularly use e-mail or video calls to communicate with their staff, managers overseeing virtual projects or teams, and managers whose telecommuting employees are linked to the office by a computer at home. These managers need to become effective virtual leaders—who use e-mail, instant messaging, phone conferences, Web-enabled meetings, and technologies like Skype and FaceTime to communicate effectively.

Today’s managers and their employees are increasingly linked by networks.

What’s missing in virtual interactions that provide challenges to the virtual leader? There’s a lack of physical contact, it’s difficult to achieve work group cohesion, there is no opportunity for direct supervision, and there is often a time difference. But the central issue is communication.

In face-to-face communications, harsh words can be softened by nonverbal action. A smile and supporting body language, for instance, can lessen the blow behind strong words like disappointed, unsatisfactory, inadequate, or below expectations. That nonverbal component doesn’t exist online or in a phone call. Because they lack emotions and feelings, an e-mail or text-message exchange can easily lead to escalations of conflicts that would never occur had the parties been face-to-face. Online leaders also need to be sure the tone of their message correctly reflects the emotions they want to send. Is the message formal or informal? Does it match the verbal style of the sender? Does it convey the appropriate level of importance or urgency? And online leaders need to choose an appropriate style of communication. Many inexperienced virtual leaders use the same style with their bosses that they use with their staff, with unfortunate consequences. Or they selectively use digital communications to “hide” when delivering bad news.

The informal interaction that typically takes place in face-to-face environments—usually described as “water cooler talk”—is absent or at least restricted in a virtual world. Much of an on-site leader’s interaction with his or her group is often accomplished at the personal level in these informal settings. They are instrumental as means for a leader to express his or her personality, demonstrate enthusiasm, build trust, and for bonding. Successful virtual leaders, however, have found a substitute in social media. Using Facebook and similar outlets, virtual leaders can share interests, experiences, and gossip, as well as work-related documents, pictures, video, and the like.

A virtual environment works against people with strong verbal skills and for those with writing skills.

Any discussion of virtual leadership needs to also consider the possibility that the digital age can turn nonleaders into leaders. Some managers, whose face-to-face leadership skills are less than satisfactory, may shine online. Their talents may lie in their writing skills and ability to read the messages behind written communiqués. A virtual environment works against people with strong verbal skills and for those with writing skills.

Finally, there is the challenge of developing effective virtual interpersonal skills. The idea of virtual interpersonal skills may, at first glance, seem like an oxymoron. Interpersonal skills implies social interaction. Virtual refers to a decoupling of space where events happen. But virtual leaders do need interpersonal skills—except they’re just different than those required for face-to-face contacts. Virtual interpersonal skills are likely to include the abilities to communicate support and leadership through written words on a computer, smartphone, or tablet; to read emotions in others’ written messages; and to develop good phone skills. For the virtual leader, good writing skills are rapidly becoming an extension of interpersonal skills.


Truth 35. Leading Across the Generation Gap

Jan Stewart couldn’t believe her ears. On her phone was the mother of one of her employees, complaining about the long hours that Ms. Stewart was asking her son to put in at work. Said Stewart, “I’ve had employees complain to me before but never a parent!”

Jan Stewart was getting a first-hand taste of what it can be like managing employees who have been coddled and protected by “helicopter” parents. Welcome to the challenges of leading workers from Generation Y.

Most current employees fall into one of three generational groups, differentiated by when they were born. There are the Baby Boomers, born between 1946 and 1964; the Gen Xers, born between 1965 and 1977; and Generation Y, also sometimes referred to as the Net Generation or Millennials. They were born between 1978 and 1991. Does the fact that two employees were both born in the same year mean that they will definitely have a set of common values? No. But values are imprinted for life by defining historical events. Shared experiences then lead to shaping common values. So the following insights can help you to better understand individual values and mindsets, the differences between generations, and the challenges of leading and motivating workers born in different eras.

Values are imprinted for life by defining historical events.

Baby Boomers were born after World War II when veterans returned to their families. Growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, Boomers were influenced by times of prosperity, safety, and the belief that anything is possible. And being the largest generation in history, they are inherently competitive. They entered the workforce from the mid-1960s through the mid-1980s. They place a great deal of emphasis on achievement and material success, but dislike authority and laziness. Managers should give these employees challenging goals and leave them alone.

The lives of Gen Xers have been shaped by globalization, two-career parents, MTV, AIDS, and computers. Xers value flexibility, life options, and the achievement of job satisfaction. As the children of workaholic Baby Boomers, they grew up as latchkey kids. They tend to be independent and self-reliant. Family and relationships are very important. In search of balance in their lives, Xers are less willing to make personal sacrifices for the sake of their employer. They strive for work-life balance. So managers should give these employees flexibility and provide them with the freedom to balance work and personal obligations.

It is estimated that Generation Y will comprise more than 40 percent of the U.S. workforce by 2020, far outnumbering any other generation. These Gen Y’ers have been shaped by helicopter parents who hovered over their children and focused on building self-esteem. Their parents downplayed competition and believed that there should be no winners and losers—everyone gets a participatory ribbon! Gen Y prefers teamwork, continuous performance feedback, and is totally at ease with technology. They are good at multitasking and have a strong desire to learn new things. They are also ambitious, but frequently unrealistic, in their career expectations; and often characterized as narcissistic, entitled, impatient, and needy. They want bosses who provide ongoing coaching or mentoring and give preference to a good workplace over salary or benefits. Managers should give Gen Y frequent and detailed feedback, provide clear guidance, design work around team collaboration, offer flexible workplace policies like flextime and telecommuting, and widen job descriptions to allow opportunities to learn new skills.

Generation Y will comprise more than 40 percent of the U.S. workforce by 2020.


Truth 36. Becoming a Mentor

The effective manager has always had responsibility for mentoring members of his or her work team. That role has increased as Gen Y employees have replaced Baby Boomers—with the former’s increased need for guidance and feedback. But mentoring is not restricted to people under your direct supervision. Many mentoring relationships cross lines of reporting responsibility.

Mentoring is characterized by sponsoring and supporting a less experienced employee. While a sponsoree or protégé doesn’t have to be an employee under your direct supervision, our discussion here focuses on why you should mentor people in your group and how you can go about it.

Mentoring is characterized by sponsoring and supporting a less experienced employee.

Mentors guide and coach their protégés to help develop their skills and achieve work objectives; introduce them to influential individuals within the organization; offer them insights into the political workings inside the organization; point out career traps and dead ends; provide a “sounding board” for ideas; speak up for their protégés at higher levels in the organization; and protect protégés from possible risks to their reputation. In addition, mentors often provide more personal assistance by sharing personal experiences with protégés, bolstering protégé confidence when it wanes, and providing friendship and acceptance.

Most successful managers are quick to admit that they had one or more mentors early in their careers and that these mentoring relationships played an important role in their later success. For instance, evidence demonstrates that network ties, often acquired through a mentoring relationship, are a significant predictor of later career success.

Most successful managers are quick to admit that they had one or more mentors early in their careers.

So why should you devote time and effort to mentoring people in your organization? The answer would be personal satisfaction for providing help to others, building credits and allies for the future, and contributing to the organization’s overall performance. Mentoring also can be an outlet if you feel you have something to share with the younger generation and want to provide a legacy. And don’t overlook the feedback aspect of mentoring. It can provide unfiltered access to the attitudes of employees, and protégés can be an excellent source of early warning signals that identify potential organizational problems. Finally, managers who regularly participate in pursuing a mentoring role are likely to be seen as leaders who are concerned about developing others’ talents.

A number of organizations have formal mentoring programs in place to help junior employees learn the “ropes” and to facilitate their development. Some assign senior members as mentors. But the majority either let mentors and protégés self-select themselves into pairs or just let mentoring develop informally. In the latter cases, it is up to individual managers to decide whether they want to play a mentoring role. But as noted previously, a number of pluses accrue to mentors as well as protégés. So you want to seriously consider taking on a mentoring role.

Once you identify an employee whom you can relate with and who you feel has the potential for future development, the next step typically is to test the protégé with a particularly challenging assignment. If he or she performs acceptably, you can begin developing the relationship, informally showing the protégé how the organization really works outside its formal structures and procedures.

One caveat about mentoring people who report to you. You have to be careful not to alienate others in your group by being seen as playing favorites. It is one thing to provide guidance to an employee; it’s another to favorably distort his or her performance evaluations or to recommend pay increases, bonuses, or other rewards that don’t match up with the individual’s performance contribution.


Truth 37. Adjust Your Leadership Style for Cultural Differences, or When In Rome...

Many managers fail as leaders because they forget to adjust their style for the cultural background of their employees. This applies to managers who take on assignments in a foreign country as well as managers who find themselves overseeing employees who come from a different cultural background. Research has found that national culture directly shapes a manager’s effectiveness and what matters most is the manager’s choice of leadership preferences and communication styles.

National culture affects leadership style in two ways. It shapes the preferences of leaders, and it also defines what’s acceptable to subordinates. Leaders can’t choose their styles at will. They’re constrained by the cultural conditions in which they have been socialized and that their subordinates have come to expect. For example, a manipulative or autocratic style is compatible with societies where there is a great deal of power inequality, and we find this in Arab and Latin American countries. Arab leaders are expected to be tough and strong. To show kindness or to be generous without being asked to do so is perceived as a sign of weakness. In Mexico, with its strong paternalistic tradition and the presence of machismo values, leaders are expected to be decisive and autocratic. Power inequality ratings should also be a good indicator of employee willingness to accept participative leadership. Participation is likely to be most effective in countries that value equality, such as Norway, Finland, Denmark, and Sweden.

National culture directly shapes a manager’s effectiveness.

Leaders also need to take into consideration the expectations of their employees, even in their own countries, if those employees were raised in another culture. So a manager working in Los Angeles, who oversees a group of employees born and raised in Mexico, might be most effective if he biases his style toward being more autocratic. This is the style his employees are more used to in their homeland, may be closer to their expectations, and most likely to be associated by employees with effective leadership.

A final note on cultural differences. Remember that most leadership theories were developed in the United States, by Americans, with American subjects. That means they have a U.S. bias. They emphasize follower responsibilities rather than rights; assume hedonism rather than commitment to duty or altruistic motivation; assume centrality of work and democratic value orientation; and stress rationality rather than spirituality, religion, or superstition. These assumptions don’t apply universally. For instance, this doesn’t describe India, which places a great deal more emphasis on spirituality. It doesn’t describe Japan, where great concern is given toward ensuring that employees are able to “save face.” And it doesn’t apply in China, where it’s acceptable for leaders to publicly humiliate employees. Executives at the highly successful Asia Department Store in central China are a case in point. They blatantly brag about practicing “heartless” management, require new employees to undergo two to four weeks of military training with units of the People’s Liberation Army to increase their obedience, and conduct the store’s in-house training sessions in a public place where employees can openly suffer embarrassment from their mistakes. This approach clearly would not be well received in countries like Canada, Great Britain, or Japan.

Most leadership theories were developed in the United States... they have a U.S. bias.


Part IV: The Truth About Communication


Truth 38. Hearing Isn’t Listening

Many a manager hears very well but doesn’t listen. Confused? Let me explain. Hearing is merely picking up sound vibrations. Listening is making sense out of what we hear. That is, listening requires paying attention, interpreting, and remembering sound stimuli.

Hearing is merely picking up sound vibrations. Listening is making sense out of what we hear.

Most managers think they’re good listeners, but they’re not. In fact, when teams were asked to identify the skills they think their leaders most needed to improve, listening topped the list.

Effective listening is active rather than passive. In passive listening, you’re like a recorder. You absorb the information given. Active listening, in contrast, requires you to “get inside” the speaker’s head so that you can understand the communication from his or her point of view. As an active listener, you try to understand what the speaker wants to communicate rather than what you want to understand. You also demonstrate acceptance of what is being said. You listen objectively without judging content. Finally, as an active listener, you take responsibility for completeness. You do whatever is necessary to get the fully intended meaning from the speaker’s communication.

Effective listening is active rather than passive.

The following eight behaviors are associated with effective active-listening skills. If you want to improve your listening skills—and every manager should—look to these behaviors as guides:

1. Make eye contact. How do you feel when somebody doesn’t look at you when you’re speaking? If you’re like most people, you’re likely to interpret this behavior as aloofness or lack of interest.

2. Exhibit affirmative head nods and appropriate facial expressions. The effective listener shows interest in what is being said. How? Through nonverbal signals. Affirmative head nods and appropriate facial expressions, when added to good eye contact, convey to the speaker that you’re listening.

3. Avoid distracting actions or gestures. The other side of showing interest is avoiding actions that suggest that your mind is somewhere else. When listening, don’t look at your watch, check your smartphone, or engage in similar distractions. They make the speaker feel as if you’re bored or uninterested and indicate that you aren’t fully attentive.

4. Ask questions. The critical listener analyzes what he or she hears and asks questions. This behavior provides clarification, ensures understanding, and assures the speaker that you’re listening.

5. Paraphrase. Restate what the speaker has said in your own words. The active listener uses phrases such as “What I hear you saying is...” or “Do you mean...?” By rephrasing what the speaker has said in your own words and feeding it back to the speaker, you verify the accuracy of your understanding.

6. Avoid interrupting the speaker. Let the speaker complete his or her thought before you try to respond. Don’t try to second-guess where the speaker’s thoughts are going. When the speaker is finished, you’ll know it!

7. Don’t overtalk. Although talking may be more fun and silence may be uncomfortable, you can’t talk and listen at the same time. The active listener recognizes this fact and doesn’t overtalk.

8. Make smooth transitions between the roles of speaker and listener. In most situations, you’re continually shifting back and forth between the roles of speaker and listener. The active listener makes transitions smoothly from speaker to listener and back to speaker. From a listening perspective, this means concentrating on what a speaker has to say and avoiding thoughts about what you’re going to say as soon as you get your chance.


Truth 39. Listen to the Grapevine

Some years back, the rumor mill was especially active at Coca-Cola’s Atlanta headquarters. The company was in the midst of a major reorganization that included 5,200 layoffs worldwide earlier in the year. Rumors were saying that key executives were leaving, that there were ongoing turf wars among senior executives, and that more layoffs were pending. These rumors were beginning to seriously undermine morale at Coke. In an attempt to shut down the rumor mill, the company’s executive vice president tried to set things straight. He acknowledged that the company’s senior management hadn’t done a good enough job of telling employees about the changes that were taking place. He pledged “better and more frequent communication.”

As executives at Coke learned, rumors can be a major distraction for employees. This doesn’t mean that management can ever eliminate the grapevine. But certain conditions tend to stimulate grapevine activity. And importantly, as executives at Coke did, managers need to monitor the grapevine and respond to the issues with which it’s concerned.

Rumors in the workplace perform a number of purposes. They structure and reduce anxiety. They make sense of limited or fragmented information. They serve as a vehicle to organize group members into coalitions. And they signal a sender’s status (“I’m an insider and you’re not!”) or power (“I have the power to make you an insider.”).

Rumors emerge as a response to situations that are important to us, where there is ambiguity, and under conditions that arouse anxiety.

Studies have found that rumors emerge as a response to situations that are important to us, where there is ambiguity, and under conditions that arouse anxiety. Work situations frequently contain these three elements, which explains why rumors flourish in organizations. The secrecy and competition that typically prevail in large organizations— around issues such as the appointment of new bosses, relocation of offices, realignment of work assignments, and layoffs—create conditions that encourage and sustain rumors on the grapevine.

Accept the fact that the grapevine isn’t going to go away. It’s an important part of any group or organization’s communication system. Astute managers acknowledge the existence of the grapevine and use it in beneficial ways. They use it to identify issues that employees consider important and that are likely to create anxiety. They view it as both a filter and feedback mechanism by highlighting issues that employees consider relevant. For instance, the grapevine can tap employee concerns. If the grapevine is carrying a rumor of a mass layoff, and if you know the rumor is totally false, the message still has meaning. It reflects the fears and concerns of employees and, hence, should not be ignored. Importantly, managers can actually manage the grapevine by planting messages that they want employees to hear. Managers should monitor grapevine patterns and observe which individuals are interested in what issues and who is likely to actively pass rumors along. In addition, managers need to reduce the negative consequences that rumors can create. If you come across an active rumor and think it has the potential to be destructive, consider how you might lessen its impact by improving organizational communication. This could include announcing timetables for making important decisions; explaining decisions and behaviors that may appear inconsistent or secretive; emphasizing the downside, as well as the upside, of current decisions and future plans; and openly discussing worst-case possibilities.

Astute managers acknowledge the existence of the grapevine and use it in beneficial ways.


Truth 40. Men and Women Communicate Differently

Research confirms what many of us have thought true since our adolescent days: Men and women often have difficulty communicating with each other. The reason? They use conversation for different purposes. Men tend to use talk to emphasize status, while women generally use it to create connection. These differences create real challenges for managers.

Men tend to use talk to emphasize status, while women generally use it to create connection.

Communication is a continual balancing act, juggling the conflicting needs for intimacy and independence. Intimacy emphasizes closeness and commonalties. Independence emphasizes separateness and differences. But men and women handle these conflicts differently. Women speak and hear a language of connection and intimacy, while men speak and hear a language of status, power, and independence. So, for many men, conversations are primarily a means to preserve independence and maintain status in a hierarchical social order. For many women, conversations are negotiations for closeness in which people try to seek and give confirmation and support. Here are some examples.

Men frequently complain that women ramble on and on about their problems. Women criticize men for not listening. What’s happening is that when men hear a problem, they frequently assert their desire for independence and control by offering solutions. Many women, on the other hand, view telling a problem as a means to promote closeness. The women present the problem to gain support and connection, not to get the man’s advice. Mutual understanding is symmetrical, but giving advice is asymmetrical—it sets up the advice giver as more knowledgeable and more in control. This contributes to distancing men and women in their efforts to communicate.

Men are often more direct than women in conversation. A man might say, “I think you’re wrong on that point.” A woman might say, “Have you looked at the marketing department’s research report on that point?” (the implication being that the report will show the error). Men frequently see female indirectness as “covert” or “sneaky,” but women are not as concerned as men with the status and one-upmanship that directness often creates.

Women tend to be less boastful than men. They often downplay their authority or accomplishments to avoid appearing as braggarts and to take the other person’s feelings into account. However, men can frequently misinterpret this and incorrectly conclude that a woman is less confident and competent than she really is.

Women tend to be less boastful than men.

Men often criticize women for seeming to apologize all the time. For instance, men tend to see the phrase “I’m sorry” as a weakness because they interpret the phrase to mean the woman is accepting blame, when he knows she’s not to blame. The woman also knows she’s not to blame. The problem is that women frequently use “I’m sorry” to express regret and restore balance to a conversation: “I know you must feel badly about this; I do, too.” For many women, “I’m sorry” is an expression of understanding and caring about the other person’s feelings rather than an apology.

What do these differences mean to managers? First, an understanding of these differences can help you more effectively communicate with others in your organization whose gender differs from yours. Second, research finds that the collective intelligence of work teams rises when more female members are added; and that improvement has been directly related to the fact that women are better listeners. Women are more likely to draw others into conversations and less likely than men to try to dominate groups with their opinions. So you can improve your work teams’ performance by ensuring that females are well represented.


Truth 41. What You Do Overpowers What You Say

It’s not what you say, it’s what you do! Actions do speak louder than words.

Actions do speak louder than words.

When faced with inconsistencies between words and actions, people tend to give greater credence to actions. It’s behavior that counts!

The implication of this for managers is: You’re a role model. Employees will imitate your behavior and attitudes. They watch what their boss does and then imitate or adapt accordingly. This doesn’t mean, however, that words fall on deaf ears. Words can influence others. But when words and actions diverge, people focus most on what they see in terms of behavior.

To illustrate, consider your attitude toward employees and your ethical behavior. Many a manager will pontificate on the importance of his or her employees: “It’s people that make the difference here” or “People are our most important asset.” Then they engage in practices that contradict this attitude. For instance, they don’t listen to employees’ complaints, they’re insensitive to employee personal problems, or they let good people leave for other jobs without making a concerted effort to keep them. When employees see contradictions between words and actions, they’re most likely to believe the actions of managers regardless of what they hear those managers say. Similarly, managers who want to establish a strong ethical climate in their workplaces need to make sure their deeds match their words. Talk about high standards of integrity will fall on deaf ears if they’re uttered by managers who pad their expense account, take office supplies home for personal use, or regularly come in late to work or leave early. Enron, for instance, had a 64-page in-house “Code of Ethics” booklet that was supposed to provide a moral guide for how employees should conduct the energy firm’s business affairs. But employees took their cues from the behavior of Enron’s top executives. These executives consistently engaged in self-serving financial dealings, conflicts of interest, and exploitation of customers. Employees saw these practices and basically ignored the firm’s Code of Ethics.

Contradictions between words and actions can be most damaging to a manager’s attempt to build trust with his or her employees. A manager who is trusted is one who can be depended upon to not take advantage of people or situations. It’s hard for employees to trust a manager who says one thing but does another.

Contradictions between words and actions can be most damaging to a manager’s attempt to build trust with his employees.

There is an obvious exception to the previous findings. An increasing number of leaders have developed the skill of shaping words and putting the proper “spin” on situations so that others focus on the leader’s words rather than the behavior. Successful politicians seem particularly adept at this skill. Why people believe these spins when faced with conflicting behavioral evidence is not clear. But it certainly underscores the power of words to shape people’s opinions. Do we want to believe that our leaders would not lie to us? Do we want to believe what politicians say, especially when we hold them in high regard? Do we give high-status people, for whom we’ve previously given our vote, the benefit of the doubt when confronted with their negative behavior? These are questions that, at least at this time, we don’t have answers to.


Truth 42. The Value of Silence

Sherlock Holmes once solved a murder mystery based not on what happened but on what didn’t happen. Holmes remarked to his assistant, Dr. Watson, about “the curious incident of the dog in the nighttime.” Watson, surprised, responded, “But the dog did nothing in the nighttime.” To which Holmes replied, “That was the curious incident.” Holmes concluded the crime had to be committed by someone with whom the dog was familiar because the watchdog didn’t bark.

The dog that didn’t bark in the night is often used as a metaphor for an event that is significant by reason of its absence. That story is also an excellent illustration of the importance of silence in communication.

Silence—defined here as an absence of speech or noise—has been generally ignored as a form of communication because it represents an inaction or nonevent. But it’s not necessarily inaction. Nor is silence, as many believe, a failure to communicate. It can, in fact, be a powerful form of communication. It can mean someone is thinking or contemplating a response to a question. It can mean a person is anxious and fearful of speaking. It can signal disengagement, defensiveness, agreement, dissent, frustration, or anger.

Silence can be a powerful form of communication.

We can see several links between silence and behavior at work. For instance, silence is a critical element in groupthink, in which it implies agreement with the majority. It can be a way for employees to express dissatisfaction, as when they “suffer in silence.” It can be a sign that someone is upset, as when a typically talkative person suddenly says nothing—“What’s the matter with him? Is he all right?” It’s a powerful tool used by managers to signal disfavor by shunning or ignoring employees with “silent insults.” And it’s a crucial element of group decision making, allowing individuals to think over and contemplate what others have said.

Failing to pay close attention to the silent portion of a conversation can result in missing a vital part of the message. Astute communicators watch for gaps, pauses, and hesitations. They hear and interpret silence. They treat pauses, for instance, as analogous to a flashing yellow light at an intersection—they pay attention to what comes next. Is the person thinking, deciding how to frame an answer? Is the person fearful of speaking up? Sometimes the real message in a communication is buried in the silence.

Sometimes the real message in a communication is buried in the silence.


Truth 43. Watch Out for Digital Distractions

Today’s workplace is full of digital distractions. As one executive recently put it, “No one has time to do any work. They’re all too busy texting, instant messaging, e-mailing, or on their iPads updating their Facebook page, watching YouTube videos, shopping online, playing Angry Birds, or engaged in some other crazy time-waster.”

To quote an old comic strip, “we have met the enemy and he is us.” We’ve become addicted to technology but not necessarily in ways that enhance work performance. What was originally created to either improve work communication or meant to be used outside the workplace has now turned into a management nightmare.

We’ve become addicted to technology but not necessarily in ways that enhance work performance.

Work interruptions are defined as “incidents or occurrences that impede or delay organizational members as they attempt to make progress on their work tasks.” This definition is broad and includes phone calls, text messages, unexpected meetings, and coworker conversations. But our concern is with digital work interruptions. Employees and managers, alike, have always had to contend with interruptions at work, made worse in recent years by open office configurations and collaborative work projects. Now, however, as computers, smartphones, iPads, and the Internet have become part of many jobs and an essential element of most people’s lives, digital interruptions are an increasing threat to worker productivity.

Is there a positive benefit to digital interruptions at work? Surprisingly, several experts think so. Especially as related to knowledge workers, positive benefits might include mental breaks that allow employees to return to tasks more alert, restoration of mental capacity, and fostering feelings of autonomy. Some people even work faster when they anticipate interruptions, squeezing their tasks into shorter time intervals. However, most of the evidence suggests that the negatives trump the benefits. For instance, one study found 53 percent of employees waste at least one hour a day due to all types of distractions and 45 percent work only 15 minutes or less without getting interrupted. Another put the cost of collaboration and social tools at $10,375 per year annually in wasted productivity, based on an average wage of $30 an hour. Still another study calculates that $650 billion is lost in the United States each year due to unnecessary interruptions. And that number is increasing by about 5 percent a year. While much of these costs are due to meetings, phone calls, and other nondigital interruptions, a good portion is directly due to technology. One study, in fact, attributed nearly 60 percent of work interruptions to digital distractions such as e-mail, personal online activities, IM, text messaging, and web searching.

It can help to better understand digital interruptions by looking at research on addiction. Human beings seem to have a propensity to become addicted. One group of researchers asserts that as many as 47 percent of the U.S. adult population suffers from maladaptive signs of an addictive disorder over any 12-month period. That, of course, includes everything from tobacco to pornography. But what about Internet addiction? The evidence indicates that Internet addiction generally attacks about the same proportion of the population as gambling or alcohol addiction. About 10 percent of Internet users have some form of dependency on the technology.

About 10 percent of Internet users have some form of dependency on the technology.

All this suggests that while only a minority of employees might suffer from Internet addiction, it’s not irrelevant. And just as an open bottle of wine can be a powerful distraction to an alcoholic, easy Internet access or an iPhone sitting on a desk can be an enticing distraction for many employees.

Is there anything management can do to discourage digital interruptions in the workplace? A few solutions have been offered, but all face the increasing realization that human beings are easily distracted and that digital technologies have strong addictive properties.

Given the preceding caveat, here are a few suggestions. Managers should consider instituting specific policies that clarify the extent that computers, smartphones, iPads, and the like can be used during work hours for personal activities. This is often part of a program that includes training so employees understand how digital interruptions can undermine work productivity. For instance, it has been found that the optimal number for checking e-mails is four times a day. Employees often don’t realize that there is little to be gained by checking it more often. Other suggestions include tracking online usage patterns of employees or, in cases where abuse is extensive, blocking access to social networks and nonbusiness websites on the organization’s computers. Some organizations even require employees to check their smartphones and tablets at the front desk when they arrive each morning and pick them up when they leave.


Part V: The Truth About Building Teams


Truth 44. What We Know That Makes Teams Work

Teams have become an essential device for structuring job activities. But how do managers create effective teams?

Teams have become an essential device for structuring job activities.

The key components making up effective teams can be subsumed into four general categories: work design, team composition, resources and other contextual influences, and process variables that reflect the things that go on in the team.

Work Design Teams work best when employees have freedom and autonomy, the opportunity to utilize different skills and talents, the ability to complete a whole and identifiable task or product, and a task or project that has a substantial impact on others. The evidence indicates that these characteristics increase members’ sense of responsibility and ownership over the work and make the work more interesting to perform.

Composition To perform effectively, a team requires three different types of skills. It needs people with technical expertise. It needs people with problem-solving and decision-making skills. And teams need people with good listening, feedback, conflict resolution, and other interpersonal skills.

Personality has a significant influence on team behavior. Specifically, teams that rate higher in average levels of extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability (see Truth 5, “When in Doubt, Hire Conscientious People!”) tend to receive higher managerial ratings for team performance.

The most effective teams are neither very small (fewer than 4 or 5) nor very large (more than a dozen). Very small teams are likely to lack diversity of views and teams of more than 12 have difficulty getting much done.

Teams made up of flexible individuals have members who can complete each other’s tasks. This is an obvious plus to a team because it greatly improves its adaptability and makes it less reliant on any single member.

Not every employee is a team player. When people who would prefer to work alone are required to team up, there is a direct threat to the team’s morale. This suggests that, when selecting team members, individual preferences be considered as well as abilities, personalities, and skills.

Context The three contextual factors that appear to be most significantly related to team performance are the presence of adequate resources, effective leadership, and a performance evaluation and reward system that reflects team contributions.

Work groups are part of a larger organization system. As such, all work teams rely on resources outside the group to sustain it. And a scarcity of resources directly reduces the ability of the team to perform its job effectively. Supportive resources include timely information, equipment, adequate staffing, encouragement, and administrative assistance.

Team members must agree on who is to do what and ensure that all members contribute equally in sharing the workload. In addition, the team needs to determine how schedules will be set, what skills need to be developed, how the group will resolve conflicts, and how the group will make and modify decisions. Agreeing on the specifics of work and how they fit together to integrate individual skills requires team leadership and structure.

How do you get team members to be both individually and jointly accountable? The traditional, individually oriented evaluation and reward system needs to be modified to reflect team performance. In addition to evaluating and rewarding employees for their individual contributions, management should consider group-based appraisals, small-group incentives, and other system modifications that will reinforce team effort and commitment.

The traditional, individually oriented evaluation and reward system needs to be modified to reflect team performance.

Process The final category related to team effectiveness is process variables. These include member commitment to a common purpose, establishment of specific team goals, effective information sharing, and a managed level of conflict.

Effective teams put a tremendous amount of effort into agreeing on a common and meaningful purpose that provides direction, momentum, and commitment for members.

Successful teams translate their common purpose into specific, measurable, and realistic performance goals. These goals help teams maintain their focus on getting results.

To achieve high-quality solutions, team members need to effectively integrate diverse information sets. Information sharing is the central process through which team members collectively use their available information resources.

Too much conflict can hinder team performance. But conflict on a team isn’t necessarily bad. Conflict can improve team effectiveness when it stimulates discussion, promotes critical assessment of problems and options, and leads to better team decisions.


Truth 45. 2 + 2 Doesn’t Necessarily Equal 4

Proponents of teams frequently say that one of the reasons business firms should organize around teams is that they create positive synergy. That is, the cumulative productivity output of a team is greater than would occur if individual members worked alone because the sense of team spirit spurs individual effort. So 2 + 2 can equal 5. The truth is that teams often create negative synergy. Some individuals expend less effort when working collectively than when working individually, so 2 + 2 can also equal 3! The reason for a negative outcome? It’s called social loafing.

The truth is that teams often create negative synergy.

In the late 1920s, a German psychologist named Max Ringelmann compared the results of individual and group performance on a rope-pulling task. He expected that the group’s effort would be equal to the sum of the efforts of individuals within the group. For instance, three people pulling together should exert three times as much pull on the rope as one person, and eight people should exert eight times as much pull. Ringelmann’s results, however, contradicted his expectations. Groups of three people exerted a force equal to only two-and-a-half times the average individual performance. Groups of eight collectively achieved less than four times the solo rate.

Replications of Ringelmann’s research with similar tasks have generally supported his findings: Increases in group size are inversely related to individual performance. More may be better in the sense that the total productivity of a group of four is greater than that of one or two people, but the individual productivity of each group member declines.

Increases in group size are inversely related to individual performance.

What causes this social loafing effect? It may be due to a belief that others in the group are not carrying their fair share. If you see others as lazy or inept, you can re-establish equity by reducing your effort. Another explanation is dispersion of responsibility. Because the results of the group cannot be attributed to any single person, the relationship between an individual’s input and the group’s output is clouded. In such situations, individuals may be tempted to become “free riders” and coast on the group’s efforts. In other words, there will be a reduction in efficiency where individuals think that their contribution cannot be measured. Almost anyone who has been required to be part of a group project in school has typically seen the free-rider effect when all members of the project group share in a common grade. One or more group members frequently contribute little and hide behind the hard work of others.

One caveat regarding social loafing: It appears to have a Western bias. It’s consistent with individualistic cultures, such as the United States and Canada, which are dominated by self-interest. It is not consistent with collectivist societies, in which individuals are motivated by in-group goals. In studies comparing U.S. employees with employees from the People’s Republic of China and Israel—both collectivist societies—the Chinese and Israelis showed no propensity to engage in social loafing and actually performed better in a group than alone.

What are the implications of social loafing for the design of work teams in individualistic societies like the United States? Where you use teams to enhance morale or improve coordination, you need to provide means for identifying and measuring individual efforts of members as well as the overall team’s performance. If this isn’t done, you have to weigh the potential losses in productivity from using groups against any possible gains in worker satisfaction.


Truth 46. The Value of Diversity on Teams

The past four decades have seen a marked increase in interest in workforce diversity. It’s not unusual today for large organizations to have diversity goals, diversity initiatives, and diversity training. This focus on increasing workforce diversity can be largely traced back to the civil rights and women’s liberation movements. The white, male-dominated organizations of the 1960s have given way to organizations that are diverse in terms of gender, race, and nationality. This begs the question: Are diverse teams as effective as their homogeneous counterparts?

Most team activities require a variety of skills and knowledge. Given this requirement, it would be reasonable to conclude that heterogeneous teams—those composed of dissimilar individuals—would be more likely to have diverse abilities and information and should be more effective. Research studies generally substantiate this conclusion, especially on cognitive, creativity-demanding tasks.

Most team activities require a variety of skills and knowledge.

When a team is diverse in terms of personality, gender, age, education, functional specialization, and experience, there is an increased probability that the team will possess the needed characteristics to complete its tasks effectively. The team may be more conflict-laden and less expedient as varied viewpoints are introduced and assimilated, but the evidence generally supports the conclusion that heterogeneous teams perform more effectively than do those that are homogeneous. Essentially, diversity promotes conflict, which stimulates creativity, which leads to improved decision making.

But what about diversity created by racial or national differences? The evidence indicates that these elements of diversity interfere with team processes, at least in the short term. Cultural diversity seems to be an asset for tasks that call for a variety of viewpoints. But culturally heterogeneous teams have more difficulty in learning to work with each other and in solving problems. The good news is that these difficulties seem to dissipate with time. Although newly formed culturally diverse teams underperform newly formed culturally homogeneous teams, the differences disappear after about three months. The reason is that it takes culturally diverse teams a while to learn how to work through disagreements and different approaches to solving problems.

Cultural diversity seems to be an asset for tasks that call for a variety of viewpoints.

So is diversity good for team and organization performance? In the longer term, the answer is probably “yes.” At worst, permanent teams made up of diverse members don’t underperform their homogeneous counterparts. In the short term, you need to differentiate efficiency and effectiveness. Diverse teams take longer to gel so they’re likely to be less efficient. But the results that diverse teams generate tend to be of a higher quality than those of homogeneous teams.

From a management perspective, you might consider purposely designing your work teams to include members who are “different” from the majority. They may be slower at doing their work, at least at the beginning, but you’re likely to find the quality of their work and decisions to be high.


Truth 47. We’re Not All Equal: Status Matters!

Many of us like to think that status isn’t as important as it was a couple of generations ago. We can point to the hippie movement, equal rights legislation, the rapid growth of small entrepreneurial firms, flat organizations designed around teams, open office designs, casual dress codes, and technologies like e-mail and Twitter that bypass hierarchies as forces that have made organizations more egalitarian. The reality is that we continue to live in an essentially class-structured society.

We continue to live in an essentially class-structured society.

Despite all attempts to make it more egalitarian, we have made little progress toward a classless society. Even the smallest group will develop roles, rights, and rituals to differentiate its members. And we’re finding that even high-tech organizations that loathe formality and hierarchy adapt mechanisms to create status differences. Take, for instance, e-mail. Here is a communication device touted as being able to democratize organizations. It allows people to communicate up and down hierarchical lines, unimpeded by gatekeepers and protocols. But you know what? Status differences have crept into the e-mail process. A study of some 30,000 e-mail messages at a high-tech firm that didn’t use job titles, was organized around teams, and prided itself on democratic decision making provides interesting insights. People found ways to create social distinctions. High-status employees tended to send short, curt messages, in part to minimize contact with lower-status workers but also to convey comfort with their own authority. In contrast, mid-status employees tended to produce long, argumentative messages loaded with jargon or overexplained answers to simple questions. And low-status employees’ e-mails would contain non-work-related elements like forwarded jokes or happy-face “emoticons.” In addition, the study found that senior managers took the longest to reply, had the poorest spelling, and used the worst grammar—which all convey that they have better things to do with their time.

Even the smallest group will develop roles and rituals to differentiate its members.

Status is an important factor in understanding human behavior because it’s a significant motivator and can create major problems when people perceive status inequities. A fancy title, a large office, or even an impressive business card can carry a lot of weight in motivating employees. Conversely, a lack of status accoutrements can make people feel less important. Status inequities are especially relevant because they create frustration and can adversely influence employee performance and even lead to an unwanted resignation.

Keep in mind that the criteria that create status differ widely between cultures. For instance, status for Latin Americans and Asians tends to be derived from family position and formal roles held in organizations. In contrast, status in countries like the United States and Australia tends to be bestowed more on accomplishments than titles and family trees. The message here is to make sure you understand who and what holds status when interacting with people from a different culture than your own. An American manager who doesn’t understand that office size is no measure of a Japanese executive’s position or who fails to grasp the importance that the British place on family genealogy and social class is likely to unintentionally offend his Japanese or British counterpart and, in so doing, lessen his interpersonal effectiveness.


Truth 48. When Teams Are Appropriate, and When They’re Not

Teamwork takes more time and often more resources than individual work. For instance, teams have increased communication demands, conflicts to be managed, and meetings to be run. So the benefits of using teams have to exceed the costs, and that’s not always the case. In their enthusiasm to enjoy the benefits of teams, some managers have introduced them into situations in which the work is better done by individuals. So before you rush to implement teams, you should carefully assess whether the work requires or will benefit from collective effort. You also have to assess whether your work group is composed of people who can be team players.

The benefits of using teams have to exceed the costs, and that’s not always the case.

How do you know whether the work of your group would be better done in teams? It’s been suggested that three tests be applied to see whether a team fits the situation. First, can the work be done better by more than one person? A good indicator is the complexity of the work and the need for different perspectives. Simple tasks that don’t require diverse input are probably better left to individuals. Second, does the work create a common purpose or set of goals for the people in the group that is more than the aggregate of individual goals? For instance, many new-car dealer service departments have introduced teams that link customer-service personnel, mechanics, parts specialists, and sales representatives. Such teams can better manage collective responsibility for ensuring that customer needs are properly met. The final test to assess whether teams fit the situation is to determine whether the members of the group are interdependent. Using teams makes sense when there is interdependence between tasks—when the success of the whole depends on the success of the others. Soccer, for instance, is an obvious team sport. Success requires a great deal of coordination between interdependent players. Conversely, except possibly for relays, swim teams are not really teams. They’re groups of individuals, performing individually, whose total performance is merely the aggregate summation of their individual performances.

Now let’s turn to the specific people in your work group and your organization’s history.

Many people are not inherently team players. They are loners or people who want to be recognized for their individual achievements. There are also a great many organizations that have historically nurtured individual accomplishments. They have created competitive work environments where only the strong survive. And finally, countries differ in terms of their “groupiness.” Teams fit better in some cultures than in others.

Teams fit better in some cultures than in others.

A substantial barrier to using work teams is individual resistance because the employee’s success is no longer defined in terms of individual performance. To perform well as team members, individuals must be able to communicate openly and honestly; to confront differences and resolve conflicts; and to sublimate personal goals for the good of the team. For many employees, these are difficult—sometimes impossible—tasks.

The challenge of creating team players will be greatest where (1) the national culture is highly individualistic and (2) the teams are being introduced into an established organization that has historically valued individual achievement. These conditions describe, for instance, what faced managers at AT&T, Ford, Motorola, and other large U.S.–based companies. These firms prospered by hiring and rewarding corporate stars; they created a competitive climate that encouraged individual achievement and recognition. Employees in these types of firms can be jolted by a shift to the importance of team play. On the other hand, the challenge for management is less demanding when teams are introduced where employees have strong “group” values—such as in Japan or Mexico—or in new organizations that use teams as their initial form for structuring work.


Part VI: The Truth About Managing Conflicts


Truth 49. The Case for Conflict

In our discussion of effective teams (see Truth 44, “What We Know That Makes Teams Work”), we said that conflict isn’t necessarily bad. Research tells us that there are three types of conflict: task, relationship, and process. Task conflict relates to the content and goals of the work. Relationship conflict focuses on interpersonal relationships. And process conflict relates to how work gets done. The evidence indicates that while relationship conflicts are almost always dysfunctional in groups or organizations, low levels of process and task conflict are often functional. Since many people seem to have difficulty with thinking of conflict in positive terms, let me make the argument to support the constructive side of conflict.

Conflict is constructive when it improves the quality of decisions, stimulates creativity and innovation, encourages interest and curiosity among group members, provides the medium through which problems can be aired and tensions released, and fosters an environment of self-evaluation and change. The evidence suggests that conflict can improve the quality of decision making by allowing all points, particularly the ones that are unusual or held by a minority, to be weighed in important decisions. Conflict is an antidote for groups that might be tempted to “rubber stamp” decisions based on weak assumptions, inadequate consideration of relevant alternatives, or other debilities. And conflict challenges the status quo and therefore furthers the creation of new ideas, promotes reassessment of group goals and activities, and increases the probability that a group will respond to change.

For an example of a company that has suffered because it has had too little functional conflict, you don’t have to look further than General Motors. Many of GM’s problems—from about 1970, through its 2009 bankruptcy, up to its ignition switch problems in 2014—can be traced to a lack of functional conflict. It hired and promoted individuals who were loyal “yes men”—people who would not challenge higher-ups or “rock the boat.” Managers were almost sanctimonious in their belief that what worked in the past would continue to work in the future. Moreover, by sheltering executives in the company’s Detroit offices and encouraging them to socialize with others inside the GM ranks, the company further insulated managers from conflicting perspectives.

Many of GM’s problems can be traced to a lack of functional conflict.

Substantial evidence indicates that conflict can be positively related to productivity. For instance, it was demonstrated that, among established groups, performance improved more when there was conflict among members than when there was fairly close agreement. The investigators observed that when groups analyzed decisions made by the individual members of that group, the average improvement among the high-conflict groups was 73 percent greater than that of those groups characterized by low-conflict conditions. Others have found similar results: Groups composed of members with different interests tend to produce higher-quality solutions to a variety of problems than do homogeneous groups.

Substantial evidence indicates that conflict can be positively related to productivity.

As noted in Truth 46, “The Value of Diversity on Teams,” evidence demonstrates that cultural diversity among group and organization members can increase creativity, improve the quality of decisions, and facilitate change by enhancing member flexibility. For example, researchers compared decision-making groups composed of all-Anglo individuals with groups that also contained members from Asian, Hispanic, and black ethnic groups. The ethnically diverse groups produced more effective and more feasible ideas, and the unique ideas they generated tended to be of higher quality than the unique ideas produced by the all-Anglo group. Similarly, studies of systems analysts and research and development scientists support the constructive value of conflict. An investigation of 22 teams of systems analysts found that the more incompatible groups were likely to be more productive. And research and development scientists have been found to be most productive where there is a certain amount of intellectual conflict.


Truth 50. Beware of Groupthink

If you’re like me, you’ve occasionally felt like speaking up in a meeting or group setting but decided against it. Why didn’t we speak up? If what we wanted to say didn’t fit in with the dominant views of the group, we may have been victims of groupthink. This is a phenomenon that occurs when group members become so focused on achieving agreement that the search for consensus overrides any realistic assessment of deviant or unpopular views. It represents a deterioration in an individual’s mental efficiency and reality testing as a result of group pressures.

We have all seen the symptoms of the groupthink phenomenon:

1. Group members rationalize any resistance to the assumptions that the group has made. No matter how strongly the evidence may contradict their basic assumptions, members behave so as to reinforce those assumptions continually.

2. Members apply direct pressure on those who momentarily express doubts about any of the group’s shared views or who question the validity of arguments supporting the alternative favored by the majority.

3. Those members who have doubts or hold differing points of view seek to avoid deviating from what appears to be group consensus by keeping silent about misgivings and even minimizing to themselves the importance of their doubts.

4. There appears to be an illusion of unanimity. If someone doesn’t speak, it’s assumed that he or she sides with the majority view. In other words, abstention becomes viewed as a “Yes” vote.

In groupthink, if someone doesn’t speak, it’s assumed that he or she sides with the majority view.

In studies of historic American foreign policy decisions, groupthink symptoms were found to prevail when government policy-making groups failed—unpreparedness at Pearl Harbor in 1941, the U.S. invasion of North Korea, the Bay of Pigs fiasco, and the escalation of the Vietnam War. The Challenger space shuttle disaster and the failure of the main mirror on the Hubble telescope have been linked to decision processes at NASA where groupthink symptoms were evident. More recently, a U.S. Senate committee concluded that groupthink caused the CIA to interpret ambiguous data as conclusive evidence that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction.

Does groupthink attack all groups? No. It seems to occur most often where there is a clear group identity, where members hold a positive image of their group that they want to protect, and where the group perceives a collective threat to this positive image. So groupthink is not a dissenter-suppression mechanism as much as it’s a means for a group to protect its positive image. For instance, in the cases of the Challenger disaster and the Hubble fiasco, it was NASA’s attempt to confirm its identity as “the elite organization that could do no wrong.”

Groupthink is a means for a group to protect its positive image.

As a manager, what can you do to minimize groupthink? One thing you can do is play an impartial role when you’re a group leader. You should actively seek input from all members and avoid expressing your own opinions, especially in the early stages of deliberation. Another thing is to appoint one group member to play the role of devil’s advocate. This member’s role is to openly challenge the majority position and offer divergent perspectives. Still another suggestion is to utilize exercises that stimulate active discussion of diverse alternatives without threatening the group and intensifying identity protection. One such exercise is to have group members talk about dangers or risks involved in a decision and delaying discussion of any potential gains. By requiring members to first focus on the negatives of a decision alternative, the group is less likely to stifle dissenting views and more likely to gain an objective evaluation.


Truth 51. How to Reduce Work–Life Conflicts

The typical employee in the 1960s or 1970s showed up at the workplace Monday through Friday and did his or her job in eight- or nine-hour chunks of time. Both the workplace and hours of work were clearly specified. That’s no longer true for many in today’s workforce. Employees increasingly complain that the line between work and nonwork time has become blurred, creating personal conflicts and stress.

A number of forces contribute to blurring the lines between employees’ work life and personal life. First, the creation of global organizations means their world never sleeps. At any time and on any day, for instance, thousands of General Electric employees are working in countries throughout the world. The need to consult with colleagues or customers 10 or 15 time zones away means that many employees of global firms are “on-call” 24 hours a day. Second, communication technology allows employees to do their work at home, in their car, or on the beach in Tahiti. This lets many people in technical and professional jobs do their work any time and from any place. Third, organizations are asking employees to put in longer hours. In the United States, 85.8 percent of men and 66.5 percent of women work more than 40 hours per week. Finally, fewer families have only a single breadwinner. Today’s married employee is typically part of a dual-career couple, often with children at home. In 1960, only 20 percent of mothers worked. Today, 70 percent of American children live in households where all adults are employed. This makes it increasingly difficult for married employees to find the time to fulfill commitments to home, spouse, children, parents, and friends.

Employees are increasingly recognizing that work is squeezing out personal lives, and they’re not happy about it. For example, recent studies suggest that employees want jobs that give them flexibility in their work schedules so they can better manage work–life conflicts. In addition, the next generation of employees is likely to show similar concerns. A majority of college and university students say that attaining a balance between personal life and work is a primary career goal. They want “a life” as well as a job! Managers who don’t help their people achieve work–life balance will find it increasingly hard to attract and retain the most capable and motivated employees.

Employees are increasingly recognizing that work is squeezing out personal lives, and they’re not happy about it.

So, as a manager, what can you do to help your employees who are experiencing work–life conflicts? The overlying answer is: Give employees flexibility and options. The more obvious examples of options include providing employees with flexible work hours, telecommuting, paid leave time, and on-site support services like child-care and fitness centers. But other options that can make life easier for employees include job sharing, summer day camps for children, elder-care referral services, dry cleaning pick-up and delivery, on-site car maintenance, help in finding jobs for spouses and partners, and free income tax and legal information advisory services.

Managers who don’t help their people achieve work–life balance will find it increasingly hard to attract and retain the most capable and motivated employees.

Many high-tech firms are setting the pace in helping employees balance work–life obligations. For instance, Intel opened satellite offices around the San Francisco Bay area to accommodate employees who don’t want to come into the head office. Cisco Systems opened a $10 million child-care center that can accommodate up to 440 children. Microsoft offers free grocery delivery. Qualcomm has on-site fitness centers. And Google has free doctors on site and gives new parents up to $500 for take-out meals during the first four weeks that they are home with a new baby.


Truth 52. Negotiating Isn’t About Winning and Losing

Negotiations are about winning and losing, right? Wrong.

Negotiation is one of the most useful and powerful management tools for reaching agreements on a wide variety of issues—from work goals, to pay raises, to team assignments. But the process is not about one side winning. It’s about seeking a solution where both sides feel satisfied. Think win-win rather than win-lose. That is, seek solutions where both you and your opponent can feel victorious rather than zero-sum outcomes, where your gains come at your opponent’s expense.

Think win-win rather than win-lose.

Successful negotiations begin with careful planning. Acquire as much information as you can about your opponent’s interests and goals. What are this person’s real needs versus wants? What constituencies must your opponent appease? What is this person’s strategy? What is your best estimate of your opponent’s objective? How entrenched is he or she in achieving that objective? What might be the least he or she would consider as an acceptable outcome? This information will help you understand your opponent’s behavior, predict responses to your offers, and allow you to frame solutions in terms of his or her interests.

Next, create your own strategy. How strong is your situation and how important is the issue? Are you willing to split differences to achieve an early solution? What is the minimal outcome you are willing to accept? Like a good chess player, think ahead to what actions your opponent might take, and then set up an effective response to each.

Begin the actual negotiations with a positive overture—perhaps a small concession. Studies show that concessions tend to be reciprocated and lead to agreements. A positive climate can be further developed by reciprocating your opponent’s concessions. And don’t be shy about making the first offer. Creating an initial offer provides an opportunity to demonstrate good intent and open the discussion. Contrary to what many believe, starting first favors the person starting, not the other way around.

Address problems, not personalities. Concentrate on the negotiation issues, not on the personal characteristics of your opponent. Avoid being confrontational or attacking your opponent. If other people feel threatened, they concentrate on defending their self-esteem as opposed to solving the problem. It’s your opponent’s ideas or position that you disagree with, not the person. Separate the people from the problem and don’t personalize differences.

Address problems, not personalities.

Try to maintain a rational, goal-oriented frame of mind. Don’t get hooked by emotional outbursts. Let the other person blow off steam without taking it personally.

While it is in your best interests to initiate an offer, treat your opponent’s initial offer as merely a point of departure. Don’t give it a lot of attention. Initial offers tend to be extreme and idealistic.

Emphasize win-win solutions. They build long-term relationships and facilitate working together in the future. For instance, consider creating additional alternatives, especially low-cost concessions you can make that have high value to your opponent. Frame options in terms of your opponent’s interests, and look for solutions that can allow both of you to declare a victory.


Part VII: The Truth About Performance Evaluation


Truth 53. Annual Reviews: The Best Surprise Is No Surprise!

Statistics reveal that 90 percent of performance evaluations are judged as ineffective. And 40 percent of employees say they never get them at all. Clearly, this is a management activity badly in need of improvement.

A number of years ago, Holiday Inn built an advertising campaign around the slogan, “The best surprise is no surprise!” That slogan would also make good advice today for managers when it comes to giving annual performance reviews.

Few managers enjoy giving performance reviews. Why? There seem to be at least three reasons.

First, managers are often uncomfortable discussing performance weaknesses directly with employees. Given that almost every employee could stand to improve in some areas, managers fear a confrontation when presenting negative feedback. This apparently even applies when people give negative feedback to a computer! Bill Gates reported that Microsoft conducted a project that required users to rate their experience with a computer. “When we had the computer the users had worked with ask for an evaluation of its performance, the responses tended to be positive. But when we had a second computer ask the same people to evaluate their encounters with the first machine, the people were significantly more critical. Their reluctance to criticize the first computer ‘to its face’ suggested that they didn’t want to hurt its feelings, even though they knew it was only a machine.”

Managers are often uncomfortable discussing performance weaknesses directly with employees.

Second, many employees tend to become defensive when their weaknesses are pointed out. Instead of accepting the feedback as constructive and a basis for improving performance, some employees challenge the evaluation by criticizing the manager or redirecting blame to someone else. A survey of 151 area managers in Philadelphia, for instance, found that 98 percent of these managers encountered some type of aggression after giving employees negative appraisals.

Finally, employees tend to have an inflated assessment of their own performance. Statistically, half of all employees must be below-average performers. But the evidence indicates that the average employee’s estimate of his or her own performance level generally falls around the 75th percentile. So even when managers are providing good news, employees are likely to perceive it as not good enough!

Employees tend to have an inflated assessment of their own performance.

The solution to the performance feedback problem is twofold. First, performance feedback shouldn’t be avoided. To the contrary, it needs to be continuous. Don’t save up your assessments and then spring them on an employee in his or her annual review. You should be providing feedback all the time. And when the formal review is held, the employee shouldn’t be confronted with any surprises. The formal annual review should be an aggregate summary of what the employee has been hearing all year long. Providing continuous feedback is especially important for Generation Y’s. As we noted in Truth 35, “Leading Across the Generation Gap,” this group prefers frequent performance feedback. For instance, in a survey of employees at Ernst & Young, 85 percent of Gen Y’s said their age-group peers wanted frequent and candid performance feedback while only half of Baby Boomers agreed.

Second, all managers need to be trained in how to conduct constructive feedback sessions. An effective review—one in which the employee perceives the appraisal as fair, the manager as sincere, and the climate as constructive—can result in the employee leaving the interview in an upbeat mood, informed about the performance areas in which he or she needs to improve, and determined to correct the deficiencies.


Truth 54. Don’t Blame Me! The Role of Self-Serving Bias

Did you ever notice that people are pretty good at deflecting blame for failures yet they’re quick to take credit for successes? This is not a random occurrence. In fact, it’s predictable.

Our perceptions of people differ from our perceptions of inanimate objects such as machines or buildings because we make inferences about the actions of people that we don’t make about inanimate objects. The result is that when we observe people, we attempt to develop explanations of why they behave in certain ways. Our perception and judgment of a person’s actions, therefore, will be significantly influenced by the assumptions we make about that person’s internal state.

Attribution theory can help us explain the ways in which we judge people differently, depending on what meaning we attribute to a given behavior. Basically, when we observe an individual’s behavior, we attempt to determine whether it was internally or externally caused. That determination, however, depends largely on three factors: (1) distinctiveness, (2) consensus, and (3) consistency. First, let’s clarify the differences between internal and external causation and then we’ll elaborate on each of the three determining factors.

We judge people differently, depending on what meaning we attribute to a given behavior.

Internally caused behaviors are those believed to be under the personal control of the individual. Externally caused behavior is seen as resulting from outside causes; that is, the person is seen as having been forced into the behavior by the situation. If one of your employees is late for work, you might attribute his lateness to his partying into the wee hours of the morning and then oversleeping. This would be an internal attribution. But if you attribute his arriving late to a major automobile accident that tied up traffic on the road that this employee regularly uses, then you would be making an external attribution.

Distinctiveness refers to whether an individual displays different behaviors in different situations. Is the employee who arrives late today also the source of complaints by coworkers for being a “goof-off”? What we want to know is whether this behavior is unusual. If it is, the observer is likely to give the behavior an external attribution. If this action is not unusual, it will probably be judged as internal.

If everyone faced with a similar situation responds in the same way, we can say the behavior shows consensus. Our late employee’s behavior would meet this criterion if all employees who took the same route to work were also late. From an attribution perspective, if consensus is high, you would be expected to give an external attribution to the employee’s tardiness, whereas if other employees who took the same route made it to work on time, your conclusion as to causation would be internal.

Finally, an observer looks for consistency in a person’s actions. Does the person respond the same way over time? Coming in ten minutes late for work is not perceived in the same way for the employee for whom it is an unusual case (she hasn’t been late for several months) as it is for the employee for whom it is part of a routine pattern (she is regularly late two or three times a week). The more consistent the behavior, the more the observer is inclined to attribute it to internal causes.

One of the more interesting findings from attribution theory is that there are errors or biases that distort attributions. For instance, there is a tendency for individuals to attribute their own successes to internal factors such as ability or effort while putting the blame for failure on external factors such as luck. This self-serving bias can often make it hard to provide employees with honest and accurate feedback on their performance. Feedback given to employees in performance reviews will be predictably distorted by recipients, depending on whether it’s positive or negative. So don’t be surprised that employees bend over backwards patting themselves on the back for a positive evaluation while looking for external factors to put the blame on when evaluations are negative.

There is a tendency for individuals to attribute their own successes to internal factors such as ability or effort while putting the blame for failure on external factors such as luck.


Truth 55. Judging Others: Tips for Making Better Decisions

The performance-review process requires a large component of decision making. We’ve learned over the years that decision judgments are fraught with biases. In this section, we want to alert you to several judgmental distortions that we’re all vulnerable to and offer some advice on how you can minimize those distortions.

Decision judgments are fraught with biases.

Overconfidence bias. When we’re given factual questions and asked to judge the probability that our answers are correct, we tend to be far too optimistic. For instance, studies have found that, when people say they’re 65 percent to 70 percent confident that they’re right, they are actually correct only about 50 percent of the time. And when they say they’re 100 percent sure, they tended to be 70 percent to 85 percent correct.

When we’re doing performance evaluations, this optimistic bias tends to make us overconfident in the accuracy of our appraisals. So what can you do? Begin by recognizing that you’re likely to be overconfident. Also, search hard for disconfirming evidence and look for reasons why your assessment might be wrong. Getting input from others also helps to limit this bias.

Availability bias. We have a tendency to base our judgments on information that is readily available. Events that evoke emotions, that are particularly vivid, or that occurred more recently are more available in our memory. This bias explains why managers, when doing performance appraisals, tend to give more weight to recent employee behaviors than those behaviors of six or nine months ago.

We offer two suggestions for countering this bias. First, don’t rely on your memory. Keep a journal for each of your employees on his or her job performance and update it regularly. Second, question your data. Ask yourself: Am I being unduly influenced by information that is readily available, recent, or vivid?

Selective perception bias. Any characteristic that makes a person stand out increases the probability that the characteristic will be perceived. Why? Because it is impossible for us to assimilate everything we see; only limited stimuli can be taken in. This tendency explains why some employees will be reprimanded by their boss for doing something that when done by another employee goes unnoticed. Because we can’t observe everything going on about us, we engage in selective perception. This allows us to “speed-read” others but not without the risk of drawing an inaccurate picture.

We can’t eliminate selective perception. Each of us brings to every situation the baggage of our past experiences, attitudes, and vested interests. We can, however, actively attempt to minimize our perceptual biases by acknowledging that there is no pure objectivity and that both “truth and beauty are in the eye of the beholder”; trying to understand our perceptual biases by assessing what expectation we bring to a situation that might cloud the way we see it; and asking ourselves whether someone else with different expectations might see the same situation differently.

Confirmation bias. This is actually just a specific case of selective perception but, nonetheless, a common problem in performance appraisals. It says that we seek out information that reaffirms our past choices, and we discount information that contradicts past judgments. We also tend to accept information at face value that confirms our preconceived views, while being critical and skeptical of information that challenges these views. In performance appraisals, when we like someone, we look for information that confirms that belief. When we don’t like someone, we do the opposite.

We seek out information that reaffirms our past choices, and we discount information that contradicts past judgments.

The confirmation bias is hard to overcome. The obvious solution—to aggressively search out contrary or disconfirming information—is difficult for people to actually do. The best advice is to be honest about your motives. Are you seriously trying to get information to make an informed decision, or are you just looking for evidence to confirm what you’d like to do? You need to purposely seek out disconfirming information, which means you need to be prepared to hear what you don’t want to hear. You also need to practice skepticism until it becomes habitual. You have to train yourself to consistently challenge your favored beliefs.


Truth 56. Coping with Deviant Workplace Behavior

Sean is frustrated by a coworker who regularly spreads malicious and unsubstantiated rumors about him. Dana is tired of a member of her work team who, when confronted with a problem, takes out his frustration by yelling and screaming at her and other members. And Tanya recently quit her job as a dental hygienist after being constantly sexually harassed by her boss.

What do these three episodes have in common? They represent employees exposed to acts of deviant workplace behavior (DWB)—which we define as voluntary behavior that violates significant organizational norms and in so doing threatens the well-being of the organization, its members, or both. And evidence indicates it is an increasing problem in organizations. For instance, employees report an increase in rudeness and disregard toward others by bosses and coworkers in recent years. Nearly half of employees who have suffered this incivility say it has led them to think about changing jobs, with 12 percent actually quitting because of it. Another study of nearly 1,500 respondents found that in addition to increasing turnover intentions, incivility at work increased reports of psychological stress and physical illness.

Employees report an increase in rudeness and disregard toward others by bosses and coworkers in recent years.

DWB can be classified into one of four types. There’s property deviance, where employees acquire or damage tangible property or assets. This would include sabotage, lying about hours worked, or stealing from the organization. Production deviance refers to violating formal quality or quantity standards. This includes leaving early from work, intentionally working slowly, or wasting resources. A third category is political deviance. This encompasses actions that put other individuals at a personal or political disadvantage. Examples include showing favoritism, gossiping and spreading rumors, and blaming coworkers. Finally, there is personal aggression, which refers to acting in an aggressive or hostile manner toward other individuals. Some examples of this include sexual harassment, verbal abuse, and stealing from coworkers.

Any of the above behaviors can undermine the performance of a group or the organization itself. So what are the likely causes of DWB and what can you, as a manager, do to limit it?

Studies have identified a number of factors that are likely to lead employees to engage in deviant workplace behavior. The list includes perceptions of injustice, lack of trust in management, dissatisfaction with company policies, and group norms that encourage and support acts of incivility.

The primary solution to DWB is clear communication that is widely distributed. Job descriptions, organizational policies, cultural standards, and your specific expectations need to leave no ambiguity for employees as to what defines acceptable and unacceptable behavior. And when civility standards are broken, you need to take quick action to correct the problem. In addition, you need to strive to implement human resource practices that are seen as fair and equitable. This includes compensation, performance appraisals, and promotion criteria. Finally, you personally need to be seen as trusting and a role model for standards of civility.

The primary solution to DWB is clear communication.

A final thought: As a result of changing societal attitudes toward technology, some actions that were seen as deviant behaviors less than a decade ago are increasingly viewed as acceptable. Specifically, as the use of personal mobile communication devices has become commonplace, a certain amount of nonproductive time for “checking e-mail” or “responding to text messages” is increasingly being seen as a minimum expectation by employees. As a result, you need to rethink what you’re willing to tolerate in terms of “digital distractions.” A zero-tolerance policy is not likely to work today and is likely to undermine morale. It’s your responsibility to set out guidelines of what is acceptable and what is not.


Part VIII: The Truth About Coping with Change


Truth 57. Most People Resist Any Change That Doesn’t Jingle in Their Pockets!

One of the most well-documented findings from studies of organizational behavior is that organizations and their members resist change. In one sense, this is positive. It provides a degree of stability and predictability to behavior. If there weren’t some resistance, behavior in organizations would take on characteristics of chaotic randomness. Resistance to change can also be a source of functional conflict. For example, resistance to a reorganization plan or a change in a product line can stimulate a healthy debate over the merits of the idea and result in a better decision. But there is a definite downside to resistance to change. It hinders adaptation and progress.

Resistance to change hinders adaptation and progress.

Resistance to change doesn’t necessarily surface in standardized ways. Resistance can be overt, implicit, immediate, or deferred. It’s easiest for management to deal with resistance when it is overt and immediate. For instance, a change is proposed and employees quickly respond by voicing complaints, engaging in a work slowdown, threatening to go on strike, or the like. The greater challenge is managing resistance that is implicit or deferred. Implicit resistance efforts are more subtle—loss of loyalty to the organization, loss of motivation to work, increased errors or mistakes, increased absenteeism due to “sickness”—and hence more difficult to recognize. Similarly, deferred actions cloud the link between the source of the resistance and the reaction to it. A change may produce what appears to be only a minimal reaction at the time it is initiated, but then resistance surfaces weeks, months, or even years later. Or a single change that in and of itself might have little impact becomes the straw that breaks the camel’s back.

Resistance to change can come from either the individual or the organization. Let me start by highlighting some individual sources of resistance to change: habit, security, economic factors, and fear of the unknown.

We’re all creatures of habit. Life is complex enough; we don’t need to consider the full range of options for the hundreds of decisions we have to make every day. To cope with this complexity, we all rely on habits or programmed responses. But when we are confronted with change, this tendency to respond in our accustomed ways becomes a source of resistance. People with a high need for security are likely to resist change because it threatens their feelings of safety. Another source of individual resistance is concern that changes will lower one’s income. Changes in job tasks or established work routines also can arouse economic fears if people are concerned that they won’t be able to perform the new tasks or routines to their previous standards, especially when pay is closely tied to productivity. Changes substitute ambiguity and uncertainty for the known. You trade the known for the unknown and the fear or insecurity that goes with it.

Organizations, by their very nature, are conservative. They actively resist change through structural and group inertia, and threats to member expertise, power relationships, and established resource allocations.

Organizations have built-in mechanisms to produce stability.

Organizations have built-in mechanisms to produce stability. For example, the selection process systematically selects certain types of people in and certain types of people out. Training reinforces specific role requirements and skills. Formalization provides job descriptions, rules, and procedures for employees to follow. The result? When an organization is confronted with change, this structural inertia acts as a counterbalance to sustain stability. And even if individuals want to change their behavior, group norms may act as a constraint. Changes in organizational patterns may threaten the expertise of specialized groups and long-established power relationships within the organization. For instance, those groups in the organization that control sizable resources often see change as a threat. They tend to be content with the way things are.

What does all this mean to you as a manager? First, initiating change is an important part of most managers’ jobs. Second, expect resistance to change to come in a number of forms. And finally, be prepared to undermine this resistance by providing rewards for accepting change, communicating reasons for why a change is necessary, and including people who will be affected by the change to participate in change decisions.


Truth 58. Use Participation to Reduce Resistance to Change

It had been a year since John Rose opened his Rose Bud Bakery and Café—and business was booming. In 12 short months, he had outgrown the 1,200 square feet he originally rented. So he negotiated to take over an additional 1,000 square feet next door. Then, in what many of his business friends thought was a bit strange, he closed Rose Bud for an entire day one Wednesday but paid his staff of 11 people to still come in. Starting at 8 a.m., John laid out his problem—they were dramatically short of space—and his solution of renting additional space. But then he said, “You know as much about this business and our needs as I do. I want to spend this day getting your input on a number of issues—for instance: Where’s the best place to relocate the kitchen? How can we design the new space to move customers through as efficiently as possible? How much space should we allocate to the display counters and how much to seating? What, if any, new offerings should we consider? How can we combine the two spaces with the least disturbance to our normal operations? When would be the best time to make the move?”

As John expected, he got some terrific feedback from his staff. And Sherry Meyer, one of John’s kitchen staff, summarized the feeling of most of the employees: “I really appreciate that John wanted our input. I now understand what’s going on and I’m 100 percent behind him.”

Having employees participate in decisions that affect them is no panacea. Participation has only a modest influence on factors such as employee productivity, motivation, and job satisfaction. But, as John Rose understood, it’s a potent force for combating resistance to change. For instance, a study of 300 middle managers at an Italian electric utility found that participation in the development and implementation of a change initiative resulted in more positive attitudes toward the change and reduced resistance to change. Similarly, a study of 138 managers at a large telecommunications company that was going through a major strategic reorientation found a strong relationship between employee perceptions of their participation and reduced resistance.

It’s difficult for individuals to resist a change decision in which they participated. So prior to making a change, consider whether the conditions are right for using participation. What are those conditions? First, there must be adequate time to participate. Many decisions in organizations must be made quickly, with little lead time. Such decisions don’t lend themselves to employee participation. Second, the issues in which the employees are asked to get involved must be relevant to their interests. They should be related to the employee’s job, his or her welfare, or have a clear link to something that the employee is interested in. Third, the employees must have the ability to participate. This includes the intelligence, technical knowledge, and communication skills to contribute to the decision process. Finally, the organization’s culture must support employee involvement. Employees aren’t likely to take participation efforts seriously when the company’s culture has long been dominated by autocratic decision making and ignoring employee input.

It’s difficult for individuals to resist a change decision in which they participated.

When these four conditions exist, participation can reduce resistance, obtain commitment, and increase the quality of the change decision. And companies have found varied ways of bringing employees into decisions that involve change. Suggestion programs, for instance, identify and reward employees who offer ideas for change. Quality circles provide opportunities for groups of employees, in shared areas of responsibility, to discuss their quality problems, investigate causes of those problems, and recommend solutions to management. Many firms are adding employee representatives to executive task forces designed to address major changes. And an increasing number of North American companies are adopting the popular Western European approach of including employee representatives on their board of directors.

Participation can reduce resistance, obtain commitment, and increase the quality of the change decision.


Truth 59. Creating Creative Employees

Today’s workplace often puts a premium on creativity and innovation. For evidence, a cross-section of senior executives from various countries and industries was asked: “On a scale of one to ten, how important is innovation to the success of your firm?” These executives all rated the importance of innovation very high: usually a nine or ten. They considered it the number one source for their firm’s growth.

Innovation is defined as a new idea applied to initiating or improving a product, process, or service. And all innovations depend on creativity. In this section, we define creativity, who has it, and what managers can do to encourage it.

Creativity is the ability to produce novel and useful ideas. And most of us have creative potential. But to unleash that potential, we have to get out of the psychological ruts many of us fall into and learn to think in divergent ways.

Creativity is the ability to produce novel and useful ideas.

People differ in their inherent creativity, and exceptional creativity is scarce. A study of the lifetime creativity of 461 men and women found that less than one percent were exceptionally creative. But 10 percent were highly creative and about 60 percent were somewhat creative. This suggests that most of us have creative potential.

Are there characteristics we could look for in hiring that might be related to high creativity in employees? Yes. People who score high on openness to experience have been found to be more likely than others to be creative. Intelligent people are also more likely than others to be creative. Additional traits associated with creative people include independence, self-confidence, risk taking, an internal locus of control, tolerance for ambiguity, a low need for structure, and perseverance in the face of frustration.

Don’t overlook the importance of expertise when looking for creative employees. It is the foundation for all creative work. The potential for creativity is enhanced when individuals have abilities, knowledge, proficiencies, and similar expertise in their field of endeavor. For example, you wouldn’t expect someone with a minimal knowledge of programming to be very creative as a software engineer.

Expertise...is the foundation for all creative work.

Once employees are hired, what can managers do to unleash their employees’ creative potential? The answer is to create a proper work environment.

You can begin by matching up individuals with jobs that they find intrinsically motivating. If people find their jobs interesting, enjoyable, and challenging, it is likely to stimulate their creative juices. Next, make sure that the organization’s structure doesn’t restrict risk taking by imposing excessive rules, limiting employees’ discretion, or constraining opportunities for employees to interact with others. Rigid or excessive rules and regulations, which limit autonomy, are particularly effective at crushing creativity. Finally, don’t overlook the role of leadership. As a manager, you can stimulate creativity within your work group by providing encouragement and emotional support, offering adequate resources, running your unit in a transparent fashion, and helping employees in their development by inspiring ongoing training and education.


Truth 60. Employee Turnover Can Be a Good Thing

The traditional view of voluntary turnover is that it has a negative impact on organizational performance. When an employee quits and has to be replaced, an organization incurs both obvious and hidden costs. These include the costs of recruiting, selecting, and training new hires; as well as the additional inefficiencies from workflow disruptions as new employees learn their job, make mistakes, and “get up to speed” in understanding the organization’s culture.

While this traditional view is intuitively appealing, it’s a gross generalization. The evidence suggests that low levels of turnover can be functional, especially in certain organizations or departments within organizations.

Why can turnover be functional? Let me offer at least three reasons. First, turnover clears out low producers. When management obsessively strives for minimal turnover, it lessens the likelihood of identifying and removing low-performing employees. Removing low producers improves the organization’s overall level of performance. Second, turnover increases promotional opportunities. New rungs on the corporate ladder open up opportunities for those employees who stay. And third, turnover can increase functional conflict, which, in turn, increases workforce innovation, flexibility, and adaptability. It supplies fresh ideas and perspectives. Turnover can be particularly valuable at stimulating stagnant or entrenched teams.

Turnover can also benefit an organization by keeping employee labor costs down. In many jobs, wages increase over time, but there is no comparable increase in productivity. Employees get annual raises, their salaries continue to grow each year, but their contribution is essentially unchanged. It’s not unusual, for instance, for an employee with 15 years of service to be earning 50 percent to 100 percent more than his or her counterpart with 2 years of service—the difference in pay due solely to length of tenure in the organization. Additionally, given that employee benefits tend to be a percentage of direct labor costs, these too go up as employee seniority increases. As a case in point, a new employee may get only two weeks annual vacation while a senior counterpart gets five weeks.

Turnover can benefit an organization by keeping employee labor costs down.

Do any organizations pursue a functional-turnover strategy? Absolutely. They include major companies like Yahoo!, Conoco, and the Big Four accounting firms. These organizations practice “forced ranking,” which ranks employees and results in firing those with the lowest rankings. This approach also encourages marginal performers to leave voluntarily before they’re fired. The Big Four accounting firms specifically report wanting to keep the performance bar high by maintaining a turnover rate of 10 percent to 12 percent.

The argument in favor of voluntary turnover comes with some qualifications. There is, for instance, no evidence to support that very high levels of turnover across an organization are beneficial. The benefits of turnover are at low-to-moderate levels. Moreover, low-to-moderate levels of turnover are more likely to be functional in jobs or organizations that rely on knowledge workers. High-tech companies, for instance, rely heavily on ideas and innovation to flourish. A lack of employee turnover in such organizations can lead to stagnation and apathy. Similarly, departments like marketing, research, and product development are dependent on fresh perspectives to maintain their viability. In contrast, employee turnover is likely to be almost entirely dysfunctional in jobs and organizations that rely heavily on minimum-wage workers.

Our conclusion is that managers should not automatically assume that vigorous action to minimize any employee turnover is in the organization’s best interests. In many cases, turnover can be functional, especially when the right people are turning over.

Turnover can be functional, especially when the right people are turning over.


Truth 61. In Cutbacks: Don’t Neglect the Survivors

In the last decade many major organizations reduced their number of employees. In 2014 alone, organizations as varied as Microsoft, Merck, Cisco, Volvo, and Time Inc. all announced massive layoffs.

When layoff announcements are made, attention naturally flows to those individuals who’ve lost their jobs. We expect that they’re likely to suffer from depression, anxiety, and similar negative feelings. Organizations respond by offering layoff victims outplacement services, psychological counseling, support groups, and extended benefit programs. While we certainly don’t want to minimize the trauma that layoffs create for those who have lost their jobs, managers often ignore the impact that downsizing has on the survivors. An increasing amount of evidence indicates that layoffs have severe effects on those employees who remain after layoffs. Managers who ignore these effects and fail to address them are likely to suffer serious drops in their organization’s performance.

Managers often ignore the impact that downsizing has on the survivors.

The evidence shows both victims and survivors experience similar feelings of frustration, anxiety, and loss. But layoff victims get to move on and start over with a clean slate. This isn’t true of survivors. They’re likely to suffer from layoff survivor sickness. Symptoms of this sickness include job insecurity, perceptions of unfairness, depression, stress from increased workloads, fear of change, loss of loyalty and commitment, reduced risk taking and motivation, unwillingness to do anything beyond the required minimum, feelings of not being kept well informed, and a loss of confidence in upper management.

The evidence shows both victims and survivors experience similar feelings of frustration, anxiety, and loss.

What can managers do to deal with layoff survivor sickness? A four-step approach has been suggested:

Step 1: Get the process right. Well-designed layoff processes won’t cure survivor sickness, but they keep survivors from sinking deeper into survivor symptoms. Characteristics of a well-designed process include: Make the cuts clear and quick. Provide abundant information to both victims and survivors. Give layoff victims adequate prior notification. Be emotionally honest and authentic in all communications. Explain decisions openly and in terms of fairness. And, if possible, allow employees to participate.

Step 2: Let people grieve to deal with repressed feelings and emotions. Even in the best-handled layoffs, survivors feel violated. They must release their feelings before they can go on. They need to go through the same grieving process that one goes through after a death in the family. Use of groups is one of the most effective and efficient means of bringing survivor emotions to the surface. In a relatively short time, most natural work teams can make a great deal of progress in unblocking and addressing their survivor feelings.

Step 3: Break the chain of organizational dependence. This step tries to help survivors recapture their sense of control and self-esteem. While steps 1 and 2 react to existing layoff survivor symptoms, this step offers the possibility of preventing the sickness in the first place by moving people from organizational dependency to self-directed careers. Today’s workplace requires employees to build transferable skills and have independence from their employers. An employee’s loyalty is no longer to the organization but to his or her own career. The breaking of this dependency relationship is essentially an individual effort.

Step 4: Reshape the organization’s systems to lessen processes that create dependency. This final step seeks to help people immunize themselves against survivor sickness. Organizations historically did a lot to create dependency: Seniority systems for promotions and rewards; loyalty expectations; promotion from within; long-term socialization processes to shape people into “desired employees”; long-term career-planning; and nontransferable corporate pension plans. Organizations have to detach themselves from these paternalistic practices.


Truth 62. Beware of the Quick Fix

Too many contemporary managers are like compulsive dieters. They try the latest management craze for a few weeks (or months), and then move restlessly on to the next craze. The sad news for managers is the same that we’d offer dieters: There is no quick fix!

That said, there is no shortage of consultants, management-development professionals, and business journalists ready to pitch instant solutions to complex management problems. They’ve been doing it for more than five decades. In the 1960s, the list of “instant panaceas” included MBO, Theory Y management, sensitivity training, job enrichment, PERT, and the BCG Matrix. In the 1970s, you had centralized strategic planning, matrix organization designs, management by committee, flextime, and zero-base budgeting. The 1980s gave us intrapreneurship, quality circles, Theory Z, just-in-time inventory systems, Deming’s 14 principles, self-managed teams, and skunk works. The 1990s offered up strategic alliances, exploiting core competencies, TQM, reengineering, mass customization, benchmarking, charismatic leadership, visionary leadership, emotional intelligence, network organizations, learning organizations, open-book management, self-managed careers, outsourcing, empowerment, and 24/7 work environments. Into the new century, we were told about the virtues of work–family balance, social capital, employee engagement, e-leadership, virtual organizations, customer segmentation, knowledge management, workplace spirituality, and power napping. In the last couple of years, you can add authentic leadership, responsible leadership, design thinking, big data, and the strategic use of social media to the list.

Managers, like all people, are susceptible to fads. My message here is merely to warn you: Buyer beware!

Managers, like all people, are susceptible to fads.

Someone will always be selling the latest management technique. And unfortunately, rather than being presented in a situational framework, with recognition that they work best under certain circumstances and are likely to be ineffective in other circumstances, advocates tend to offer them as universal panaceas. At the extreme, it can drive managers to run from one quick fix to another. This was driven home when a frustrated executive recently told me, “In the past couple of years, we’ve heard that profit is more important than revenue, that quality is more important than profit, that our people are more important than quality, that customers are more important than our people, that big customers are more important than small customers, and that growth is the key to our success.”

The common theme among these “quick fixes,” like diet books, is that they’re sold as universal solutions to complex problems. They’re rarely presented in a situational or contingency perspective. And that’s the mistake. Each, in its own way, has something to offer managers. These techniques are tools in a tool chest. But just as a carpenter can’t solve every problem with a hammer, managers can’t solve every problem with self-managed teams or authentic leadership. There are no shortcuts to the complex job of managing. You need to treat new ideas and concepts as additional tools that can help you be more effective in your job. But no single new idea can make a mediocre manager excellent or turn around a poorly managed organization.

No single new idea can make a mediocre manager excellent or turn around a poorly managed organization.
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