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Praise for 
The Employee Engagement Mindset

“These insightful and practical solutions get to the heart of employee 
engagement—the individual. The six drivers of high engagement ring 
true from personal experience. Organizations and individuals expecting 
meaningful improvement will embrace this mindset shift.”

—Tyler England, director of Customer Insight, Hewlett-Packard Company

“The Engagement Mindset makes it clear that successful engagement is 
not a spectator sport. In today’s always-connected world, real and effective 
personal engagement is more important than ever.”

—Major General (Ret.) Craig Bambrough, former deputy commanding 
general, U.S. Army Reserve Command

“High engagement can spring from only one source: employees who are 
more than workers and roles that are more than jobs. With extraordinary 
lucidness, this book teaches us the principles underlying this new reality. 
It is illumination in the wilderness. A brilliant work!”

—Ronald D. Maines, attorney; cocreator of The History Channel; 
adjunct professor, Georgetown University; senior visiting fellow, 

Cambridge University

“Some say that managers should give people pride in their work. My 
parents would have scoffed at that; they believed that one takes pride in 
one’s work. That notion is also the premise of this practical guide on how 
to survive and thrive in the global workplace.”

—Mette Norgaard, coauthor of TouchPoints

“While the notion of engagement has been around a long time, this book 
both underscores its importance and gives timely guidance to the leader 
as to what to do to get it. This one is worth reading, thinking about, and 
doing something about. It’s a keeper.”

—Eric Denna, chief information offi cer, University of Utah
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“This book should come with a warning label: ‘Warning: Allocate time 
and alert your family! You will not be able to put the book down until 
you fi nish it!’”

—Jeffrey D. Clark, chief executive offi cer, JD Clark & Associates

“As nonprofi t leaders, we sometimes mistakenly think that our altruistic 
missions alone will engage our employees. This book can be a great com-
panion to our leadership if we can incorporate the six drivers of employee 
engagement to support our people in achieving real emotional commitment 
to their work.”

—Annette Royle-Mitchell, president, National MS Society, 
Utah-Southern Idaho Chapter 

“The Employee Engagement Mindset is crucial to what we need in today’s 
workforce. Understanding and living the six drivers will be essential to the 
success of both the employee and leader in the twenty-fi rst century.”

—William A. Inglis, president, Slideworks, Inc.

“Wow! I am impressed. The message of The Employee Engagement 
Mindset is so relevant for the times we are in. Never before have I felt as if 
there are so many people walking around feeling like victims rather than 
taking personal responsibility for their situation. This book is terrifi c! 
It is a breath of fresh air!”

—Chris Harrison, senior vice president, Robson Communities

“This book is a wonderful reminder that true engagement comes from 
the inside out. The Employee Engagement Mindset provides both rich 
food for thought and a road map to outstanding results. An insightful 
and informative read.”

—Alan Fine, founder and president, InsideOut Development
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1

1

Who Owns Your Engagement?

“Life leaps like a geyser for those willing to drill through 
the rock of inertia.”

Alexis Carrel

In fi rst grade she woke up in the morning, dressed in stretch pants 
and a bright paisley shirt, gave her hair a quick run-through with 

the comb, and then stood for inspection before her older siblings. 
On the way to school, she rolled down the hill, gathering up grass, 
leaves, and burrs. After dusting off, she walked into the classroom 
and found her desk. No one said anything until the report card 
came. “I always got an unsatisfactory mark for ‘comes to school 
neat and clean,’” she points out. “It drove my mother crazy.”

That’s not a remarkable story until you learn that Lois Collins’s 
parents were both blind. They knew people would cut their children 
slack if they didn’t perform to a socially acceptable standard. There 
would always be an out if they needed it. But her parents emphati-
cally rejected that idea. “They taught us just the opposite. We had 
no hired help at home. My parents lived very independent lives, so 
I learned that if Mom and Dad could go through life blind, what’s 
my excuse?”
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2 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Today, Lois is a widely respected journalist and senior writer 
for the Deseret News, the leading daily newspaper in Salt Lake 
City, Utah. Over a 30-year career, she has experienced all of the 
turbulence and dislocation of the print journalism world. And 
like everyone else, she has her own set of real-world challenges, 
including a husband who is awaiting a liver transplant.

And yet Lois is an engagement outlier. Her patterns of commit-
ment, performance, and adaptability are strikingly different from 
those of the vast majority of the population. Her work is of excep-
tional quality, and her productivity is staggering. In her midfi fties, she 
outworks and outproduces cub reporters half her age. “Journalism 
is a calling,” she says. “It’s a privilege to tell other people’s stories. 
I give voice to people who don’t have voice.”

In Lois’s case, we suspect that some of her high engagement 
comes from her socialization. She developed a work ethic and 
learned self-reliance at a very young age. She also gained a mindset 
to fi nd joy and gratitude in her work, some of which has grown out 
of the kind of work she does. “I cover people in crisis and poverty. 
I tell the stories of the abused and the disabled, and I recognize that 
I have a really good life.”

The question is whether you can become highly engaged without 
the benefi t of such defi ning experiences. Can you become like Lois 
without being Lois? That’s the question. Dr. Seuss said, “Some-
times the questions are complicated and the answers are simple.”

How to become highly engaged is such a question.

The Benevolent Organization
Imagine that you work for the most benevolent organization on 
earth—an organization that believes in and practices fanatical 
employee support. The organization has anointed you with a big 
title, a big offi ce, and a big salary. It assigns people to clean your 
house, do your laundry, and fi le your tax returns. There are piano 
lessons for your kids, personal trainers and home decorators, a 
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 3

pet photo contest every year, unlimited spa treatments, extended 
family cruises, and ice cream socials. Not least, you have a great 
boss. In the history of the world, there has never been a more suc-
cessful organization, and you are exquisitely blessed to be right in 
the middle of it.

So let’s ask: Are you engaged? Are you passionately connected 
and actively participating in the organization and the work you 
do? Do you bring your best game to work every day?

Answer: even in these circumstances, you have only a 25 percent 
chance of being highly engaged.

The organization may lavish you with perks, but those perks 
don’t hold the key to engagement. Feeding the pleasure center of 
the brain through extrinsic rewards doesn’t engage a person and 
bring real, lasting fulfi llment. At best, it creates security and short-
term pleasure or hedonic well-being.1 This is a very different thing 
from true and sustained engagement.

Happy Dead Weight

Here’s a little history lesson. Perhaps you’ve heard of the “Hawthorne 
Effect.” Professor Elton Mayo did some studies in the 1920s to see 
what would happen if he changed working conditions in a Western 
Electric factory outside of Chicago.2 He turned the lights up in the 
factory, and worker productivity went up. The employees were more 
satisfi ed. At least, that’s what a lot of people thought.3 So for the next 
several decades, organizations focused on two things—working con-
ditions and employee satisfaction. If we improve working conditions, 
employees will have higher job satisfaction, and higher job satisfaction 
will lead to higher productivity. So went the thinking.

The thinking was wrong. Researchers discovered that employees 
can be satisfi ed and unproductive at the same time. In other words, 
it’s possible to be content and apathetic—to be “happy dead weight.” 
So they went back to the drawing board. Employee satisfaction was 
not a good predictor of performance and productivity after all.
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4 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Most employees are either bored or burned out. We know that 
because that’s what they tell us in survey after survey. Most are 
disengaged. Even when organizations practice fanatical employee 
support, they still have huge numbers of disengaged employees. 
Why? That’s what we wanted to know. But instead of asking 
disengaged employees why they’re disengaged, we asked highly 
engaged employees why they’re engaged.

We studied deeply motivated and committed employees across 
industries, continents, cultures, and demographics. We interviewed 
them and observed them in all sorts of situations, organizations, 
and environments. What is absolutely clear is that highly engaged 
employees think and behave differently. They have a different 
mindset. They may work in different organizations and do very 
different jobs, but there’s a consistent theme among them: They 
take primary responsibility for their careers, their success, and 
their fulfi llment. They own their own engagement. They are the 
driving force. With very few exceptions, they believe that the 

In the early 1990s, the concept of employee engagement took 
center stage. It’s like employee satisfaction, but it’s more than 
that. Employee engagement is a cluster variable. It includes several 
dimensions: how you think, feel, and act. It’s a measure of passion, 
commitment, attachment, and contribution all bundled together. 
And lo and behold, it predicts productivity and performance and has 
done so for more than 20 years. For example, the retailer Best Buy 
can predict with precision that the value of a 0.1 percent increase in 
employee engagement will translate into more than $100,000 in a 
store’s annual operating income.4

Is employee engagement hard to defi ne and measure? Sure it is. 
But don’t get hung up on that.5 There will never be total consensus 
on how to measure it, and that’s okay. We’ve landed on a concept 
that really works, even though there’s some variation in the way we 
measure it.
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 5

burden of employee engagement falls on their shoulders, not the 
organization’s.

The highly engaged employees we studied seemed almost puz-
zled when we asked them why they feel this way. “What’s the 
alternative?” they would ask in response. To rely on the organiza-
tion, they said, is unrealistic. It might be nice to shift the burden 
to the organization, and certainly it has a support role to play, but 
to depend on the organization doesn’t make any sense at all. The 
speed, complexity, and volatility of the twenty-fi rst century make 
it utterly foolish. That’s what they said—again and again.

What startled us was the consistency of this pattern. It cuts 
across culture, age, industry, gender, and any other demographic 
you may want to consider. The problem is this: many people don’t 
seem to understand this principle, and we dare say that many do 
not believe it. In our research, two facts hit us right between the 
eyes. First, engagement levels are static. In the average organiza-
tion, only 25 percent of employees are highly engaged.6 In many 
cases, engagement levels have actually fallen, and they certainly 
haven’t increased, at least not in the aggregate. Many individuals 
and organizations have reached the point of diminishing returns; 
they can’t seem to move the engagement needle any further. The 
second fact is that among employees there is an abundance of what 
we call an “engage-me mindset.” Employees are waiting expec-
tantly for a paternalistic organization to engage them.

We consider this supremely dangerous.
In most cases, the single biggest obstacle to employee engage-

ment is the employee. Employees get in their own way by not 
taking charge of their professional lives. In the end, it may not 
matter what we’d like the answer to be to the question: “who 
owns your engagement?” A globalizing world has given us the 
answer, whether we like it or not. Tory Johnson of ABC News puts 
it this way: “If we learned one thing from the job market last year, 
it’s that nobody’s coming to take care of our careers. We can’t wait 
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6 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

for a big bailout, a massive economic turnaround, or some miracle 
to grow our paychecks. We’re each responsible for taking charge 
and making things happen for ourselves.”7

As an employee, you have three choices: (1) Accept what you’ve 
been given. (2) Change what you’ve been given. (3) Leave what 
you’ve been given. We want to focus on the second option. If you 
feel underused and undervalued, you can do something about it. 
You may be tempted to hold the organization accountable for 
your engagement. If you still don’t buy the argument that you’re 
in charge of your own engagement, ask yourself: have you ever 
had true passion for something in life?

Most likely you can answer yes. So where did that passion come 
from? You get the point. Nobody can give you passion. Nobody 
can instill in you deep and rich and vibrant engagement. You have 
to do it. You should do it.

Engagement drives performance, both personally and organiza-
tionally. Torrents of data and reams of analysis have proven a direct 
relationship between the two. Engagement is the passion you have 
for what you’re doing and the affection you have for the organi-
zation and its people. It’s the comprehensive expression of your 
motivation and desire to contribute. Of course engagement levels 
vary. That’s the problem. Some people are on fi re. Others are frozen 
solid. Highly engaged people demonstrate focus, energy, and com-
mitment. Disengaged people languish in complacency, indifference, 
and halfhearted effort. They think, feel, and act differently from truly 
engaged human beings. But that’s not all. Engaged human beings 
deliver different results—to themselves and to their organizations.

Individuals who dive in and participate fully earn greater rewards 
and experience deeper personal and professional fulfi llment. Show 
us a disengaged person, and we will show you lackluster perfor-
mance, limited personal growth, and diminished rewards. Show us 
an engaged person, and it’s just the opposite—high performance, 
accelerated personal growth, and inevitable success.
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 7

“Comparisons between people whose motivation is 
authentic (literally, self-authored or endorsed) and those 
who are merely externally controlled for an action typi-
cally reveal that the former, relative to the latter, have 
more interest, excitement, and confi dence, which in turn 
is manifest both as enhanced performance, persistence, 
and creativity and as heightened vitality, self-esteem, and 
general well-being. This is so even when the people have 
the same level of perceived competency or self-effi cacy 
for the activity.”8

Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Deci, psychologists

There are two requirements for high engagement. First, you 
have to want to be engaged. There has to be a deep-seated desire 
in your heart and mind to participate, to be involved, and to make 
a difference. If the desire isn’t there, no person or book can plant 
it within you. That desire is an intensely personal decision. If you 
have it, you’re halfway there.

Second, you have to know how to achieve high engagement and 
sustain it. A lot of people want to be more engaged; they just don’t 
know how to do it. They don’t understand the principles and prac-
tices behind high engagement. This book can help you with the 
second requirement. In fact, that’s what this book is all about. Our 
goal is to teach you how to own your own engagement from the 
inside out.

The Patron Saint of the Disengaged
The comic strip Dilbert is published in 2,000 newspapers, in 65 
countries, and in 25 languages. The question is why. Why is it 
so popular? Why does it resonate with people around the globe? 
Why does it cut through cultural, social, political, and religious 
boundaries?
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8 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Scott Adams, the writer, has an amazing way of poking fun at 
organizational life. For many, Dilbert is the patron saint of disen-
gaged employees. He’s a jaded, sarcastic, cynical employee. Where 
does that cynicism come from? It comes from the fact that orga-
nizational life is often less than we expect and less than it should 
be. A lot of people fi nd comfort in Dilbert because he gives voice 
to their frustrations and allows them to laugh and commiserate 
with a sympathizing, albeit imaginary colleague. We can laugh, 
but then what?

Research shows that organizations with highly engaged employ-
ees outperform rivals in operating income by 19 percent, net 
income by 14 percent, and earnings per share by 28 percent. And 
highly engaged employees outperform the moderately engaged 
by 23 percent and the disengaged by 28 percent.9 Why does this 
matter? Jack Welch, former CEO of General Electric, said, “There 
are only three measurements that tell you nearly everything you 
need to know about your organization’s overall performance: 
employee engagement, customer satisfaction, and cash fl ow.”10

Highly engaged employees get results with energy, passion, and 
purpose. They engage with customers better, innovate faster, and 
execute more reliably. Indeed, the highly engaged represent the 
ultimate competitive weapon. They hold the key to the customer 
experience. While engagement may have been at one time a soft 
concept, today it’s considered a hard business metric that changes 
the bottom line.

Why Should You Care?
If you’ve looked around lately, you’ll notice that things aren’t the 
same. The twenty-fi rst century presents us with combinations of 
speed and complexity that we’ve never seen before. We call it the 
new normal because the old normal is gone forever. The old way 
of doing things is not coming back. For most of us, it has been 
painful. The consequences of the new normal are reaching down 
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 9

and having an impact not only on organizations, but on individual 
employees. It’s testing our ability to stay engaged.

“Our plans miscarry because they have no aim. When 
a man does not know what harbor he is making for, no 
wind is the right wind.”

Seneca the Younger, Roman statesman

The fortunes of organizations rise and fall more quickly in the 
new normal. The average span of competitive advantage is shorter. 
You don’t know what’s coming next. Most organizations are 
doing their best to be competitive and take care of their employees, 
but they can’t make promises. Who can promise job security? It’s 
simply not something that’s within the control of most organiza-
tions. Yet it’s the highly engaged that have the best claim on job 
security. Not surprisingly, they are the ones who fi nd the opportu-
nities to grow, develop, and advance.

Outside In or Inside Out?
In spite of all that organizations have done to increase engagement 
over the last 10 years, and despite all they continue to do, engage-
ment numbers haven’t changed signifi cantly around the world. 
There’s a disengagement epidemic across the globe. The data con-
sistently shows that only one in four employees is highly engaged. 
That’s frightening. What about everyone else? They fall into three 
categories: (1) moderately engaged (just above neutral, meaning 
neither engaged nor disengaged), (2) disengaged, or (3) highly 
disengaged. The needle is stuck!

What’s getting in the way? Part of the answer lies in under-
standing what drives engagement in the fi rst place. Two primary 
types of factors drive engagement: extrinsic factors and intrinsic 
factors. An extrinsic factor is something that comes from the out-
side—meaning outside of you. It’s something in the environment, 
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10 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

something in the conditions or circumstances that surround you 
that infl uences you to become more engaged. For example, you 
may have a great boss, a nice offi ce, or a new computer; the orga-
nization may be performing well; or perhaps you’ve been given 
a lot of training to do your job and a generous budget to accom-
plish your priorities. These are all extrinsic factors—things that 
come from outside. Extrinsic factors are important, and they do 
have an impact on engagement levels. They create engagement 
from the outside in.

“The greatest discovery of my generation is that a 
human being can alter his life by altering his attitude 
of mind.”

William James

Intrinsic factors, on the other hand, come from the inside. 
They are inherent and are not dependent on outside conditions 
or circumstances. They are based on what you do. They’re based 
on human action rather than environmental conditions.11 We’ve 
all experienced the power of an intrinsic factor. Just think about 
the times at work when you felt high motivation or a sense of 
deep satisfaction. Perhaps you learned something new. Maybe 
you really delivered on a project. Maybe you overcame a chal-
lenge. Maybe you helped someone who needed your help. Maybe 
you really love the kind of work you’re doing. When you notice 
that your attention and motivation are increasing as you are 
doing something, that’s an indication that something is going on 
inside, that intrinsic factors are at work and your engagement 
level is rising. When you act based on intrinsic factors, you don’t 
do it for material or social rewards, you do it for invisible emo-
tional, intellectual, and moral rewards. When you’re engaged, 
it shows. It shows in your concentration, your effort, and your 
emotion. You can’t hide it. Intrinsic factors create engagement 
from the inside out.
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 11

• Extrinsic factors drive engagement from the “outside in.”
• Intrinsic factors drive engagement from the “inside out.”

Both extrinsic and intrinsic factors drive engagement (see 
Figure 1.1). It’s not exclusively one or the other. Here’s the point. 
In most cases, the organization controls most of the extrin-
sic factors, meaning the conditions in which you work. When 
it comes to intrinsic factors, it’s the individual—it’s you—who 
controls what goes on inside of you. Ultimately, you’re the one 
who decides to be interested in something, to put your effort into 
something. You’re the boss of your effort, your motivation, and 
your actions. You’re in charge of this part of your engagement.

“If you’re going to be in the room . . . be in the room!”
Nigel Risner, British writer and speaker

So what do you do as an individual? What do you worry about? 
Answer: focus on intrinsic factors that drive engagement and let 
the organization worry about conditions. And guess what? That’s 
exactly what highly engaged employees do.

Extrinsic Factors

(Outside In)

Organizational

Conditions

Intrinsic Factors

(Inside Out)

Individual

Actions

FIGURE 1.1 Extrinsic and Intrinsic Factors of Engagement

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



12 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

How Are Highly Engaged Employees Different?
How do you learn engagement from someone who’s disengaged? 
You don’t. That’s like trying to learn French from a Spanish teacher. 
People simply can’t teach you what they don’t know. So we decided 
that the key to understanding high engagement was to study the 
highly engaged. We studied 150 highly engaged employees in 13 
different industries and 50 different organizations, from aerospace 
and healthcare to technology and media. Do they behave in consis-
tent ways? The answer is a resounding yes! Here is what we found:

1. Highly engaged employees take primary responsibility for 
their own engagement. When surveyed, 99 percent of highly 
engaged employees report that they take personal and primary 
responsibility for their own engagement. It’s a stunning and 
largely ignored fact. The highly engaged expect the organi-
zation to play a support role. The highly disengaged expect 
the organization to play a primary role. While most highly 
engaged employees embrace an employee-centered model of 
engagement (meaning “I own it; it’s up to me; I’m responsible 
for my own engagement”), most disengaged employees follow 
an employer-centered model (meaning “It’s my manager’s or 
the organization’s job to keep me engaged”). In sharp contrast, 
the highly engaged don’t wait around for the organization to 
engage them. They take deliberate steps to engage themselves.

2. Highly engaged employees feel the least entitled. Highly en-
gaged employees understand they must dynamically manage 
their employability on an ongoing basis. They are far less pre-
disposed to worry about what the organization owes them. 
They believe that high performance speaks for itself and that 
it will be recognized in any setting.

  It’s rather stunning, but most of the highly engaged individ-
uals we studied think the concept of a “secure job” is a silly 
concept. They look at others who believe in such a notion as 
foolhardy. It’s not necessarily that we are going to become a 
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 13

world of temp workers, but a simple acknowledgment that 
no one and no organization has the power to grant true job 
security.

3. Highly engaged employees engage customers. Highly engaged 
employees can’t help but reveal themselves to customers. They 
project and infect customers with the contagion of their own 
engagement. Unfortunately, the opposite is also true of disen-
gaged employees. Ultimately, an organization’s brand promise 
is kept or broken by the employee—the real and ultimate face 
of the company. Highly engaged employees make the customer 
experience. Disengaged employees break it. Whatever is inside 
the employee is sure to come out and infl uence the customer. 
Employees always reveal their level of engagement at the cus-
tomer interface.

“I set myself on fi re, and people come to see me burn.”
John Wesley, founder of Methodism

4. Highly engaged employees remain highly engaged almost 
anywhere. Highly engaged employees are amazingly agnos-
tic to their organizational environment. We found highly 
engaged people in all kinds of organizational settings and 
environments: corporations, governments, hospitals, schools, 
nonprofi ts. It didn’t matter. They demonstrate agility and 
adaptability and recognize that organizational conditions are 
subject to market conditions and the business cycle. Their 
high engagement is portable; they take it with them. It’s both 
a mindset and a skill set. They create their own weather.

5. Highly engaged employees apply six behavioral drivers. In-
dividuals who take personal and primary responsibility for 
their own engagement consistently apply six behavioral driv-
ers: connecting, shaping, learning, stretching, achieving, and 
contributing. The ongoing process of applying these drivers 
allows them to sustain high levels of engagement over time.
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14 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

  Don’t misunderstand. We’re not saying that leaders and 
organizations shouldn’t help engage their employees. They 
should! Extrinsic motivators help drive engagement, and 
leaders play a vital role in fostering conditions that boost 
engagement, such as creating a dynamic culture, developing 
good leadership, creating a compelling strategy and vision, 
aligning reward and recognition systems, and providing 
ample resources. We are saying, however, that highly en-
gaged employees must take primary responsibility. They 
must take the lead.

  If you put these concepts into diagram form, it looks like 
Figure 1.2. Organizations are responsible for enabling con-
ditions. As an individual, you’re responsible for enabling 
behavior. If both elements come together, the result is a highly 
engaged individual. It’s important to understand both factors 
and how they reinforce each other. And it’s critical to rec-
ognize a signifi cant fi nding from our research about highly 
engaged employees: even in poorly performing organizations 
with lousy work conditions, limited resources, and few op-
portunities, those who are highly engaged still take responsi-
bility and own their own engagement.

High Engagement �� Individual Behavior � Organizational Conditions

Individual
Behavior

Organizational
Conditions

Sustainable
High

Engagement

FIGURE 1.2 Responsibilities for Engagement
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 15

  Here’s the principle: Organizational conditions that create 
extrinsic motivation are important, but never enough. The 
employee’s role is primary. The organization’s role is sec-
ondary. To maintain high engagement, you’ve got to take 
action. You’ve got to apply the six drivers and create your own 
engagement.

The Six Drivers of High Engagement
An important and often overlooked aspect of engagement that 
complicates the issue is that for the fi rst time in our history, we have 
four generations working side by side: Traditionalists, baby boom-
ers, Generation X, and Millennials. This is important because in 
their efforts to increase employee engagement, organizations have 
taken a “one size fi ts all” approach to generations that can be 
quite distinct. In reality, a particular engagement strategy might 
not work to engage both a baby boomer and a Millennial. Many 
of the solutions proposed for leaders to increase engagement (like 
Friday barbecues, get-togethers, casual day, or having a best friend 
at work) don’t work across all the generations. Needs and cir-
cumstances are different. What is consistent is that highly engaged 
employees across the board apply the same six drivers, whether 
you are 62 and close to retirement or 22 and just entering the 
workforce.

Here’s a brief look at each of the six drivers:

1. Connect: Plug into Your Power! This driver includes devel-
oping great relationships and connecting socially. But it goes 
far beyond that. There are three other dimensions that are 
also vital to connecting as a driver. There’s an intellectual 
dimension of connecting, which means that you connect to 
the work, people, and place on an intellectual level, and you 
fi nd it stimulating. There’s an environmental/cultural dimen-
sion of connecting, which means that you connect to the 
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16 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

organization through its culture, its geography, and its en-
vironment. And there is an inspirational dimension of con-
necting, which means that you connect to the organization 
based on its cause, mission, vision, values, or goals. On this 
dimension, you connect to what the organization represents 
and where it’s going. To unlock this aspect, you have to dis-
cover which of these dimensions help drive your engagement 
and which one is your primary anchor.

2. Shape: Make It Your Own! Although you may not have 
complete control over your work and your work life, you 
do have more infl uence than you may realize. Shaping is the 
process of customizing, personalizing, and tailoring your 
professional experience based on your preferences while 
pursuing the organization’s goals and acknowledging real 
constraints. It doesn’t mean that you take a blank canvas 
and just paint the job of your dreams. Of course not. There 
are real limits. But it’s amazing how many opportunities 
you have to shape your professional life in three specifi c 
areas: your goals, your work, and your work life.

3. Learn: Move at the Speed of Change! Think back on a time 
when you felt the thrill of learning. It was really stimu-
lating, wasn’t it? When people successfully learn and ap-
ply new knowledge and skills, it fuels their engagement. 
The highly engaged have a greater appetite for learning. 
They cultivate aggressive and self-directed learning habits. 
They’re rapid, adaptive, and collaborative in how they go 
about learning because work environments are in constant 
fl ux. Learning at or above the speed of change becomes a 
personal competitive advantage and a powerful driver of 
engagement.

4. Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits! Stretching means leaving 
your comfort zone, passing through your discomfort zone, 
and pushing on to your outer limits. Stretching increases 
your capacity to perform. It creates both discomfort and 
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 17

exhilaration. Whenever you stretch and go to your outer 
limits, you increase capacity and drive engagement to a 
high level.

“Far better to dare mighty things, to win glorious tri-
umph, even though checkered by failure, than to take 
rank with those poor spirits who neither enjoy much 
nor suffer much, because they live in the gray twilight 
that knows not victory, nor defeat.”

Theodore Roosevelt

5. Achieve: Jump into the Cycle! To accomplish is the end 
result of stretching. Stretching is great, and it builds capacity. 
But it’s not enough. Eventually, you have to get somewhere. 
You have to achieve something. When you do, the very 
process of achieving provides its own rewards. Achieving 
replenishes energy, boosts confi dence, deepens fulfi llment, 
and elevates engagement. When you achieve, it becomes a 
self-reinforcing cycle that allows you to rely less on outside 
rewards.

“The value of achievement lies in the achieving.”
Albert Einstein

6. Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! Contributing is effort di-
rected beyond self. Our research shows that contributing is 
the ultimate and culminating driver of engagement. Human 
beings want to make a difference. It’s an innate need, and 
we fi nd that when an individual is contributing to another 
person, a group, or the greater good, he or she reaches the 
highest level of engagement. Contributing is the driver that 
brings the other fi ve together and gives them a higher level of 
expression and purpose.
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18 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

“This is the true joy in life—being used for a purpose 
recognized by yourself as a mighty one; being thor-
oughly worn out before you are thrown on the scrap 
heap; being a force of nature instead of a feverish, selfi sh 
little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that 
the world will not devote itself to making you happy.”

George Bernard Shaw

Summary
More than anything else, employee engagement comes down to 
individual responsibility—something that is shockingly absent in 
the study and practice of employee engagement. There is no aris-
tocracy of engagement. It’s not as if some people are genetic or 
legal heirs to high engagement while others are not. In any fi eld 
of endeavor, the responsibility for engagement rests fi rst and fore-
most with the individual. Individualism comes before paternal-
ism. The citizen is primarily responsible for good government, the 
student for learning, the musician for melody, the sprinter for 
speed, and the leader for direction. The individual’s initiative and 
effort represent the X factor in the engagement equation.

There’s no justifi cation for an employee to wait expectantly for 
the organization to furnish engagement, as if it’s something some-
body can give you. You, the individual employee, are ultimately 
and unalterably the architect of your own engagement. You own 
it and nobody owes it to you. Engagement is not an entitlement. 
Nor is it a right. It’s a privilege reserved for those who apply the 
six drivers. It’s a choice.

Whether you’re the newest member of the shitake mushroom 
growers association of Australia, chief of surgery at Charité in Berlin, 
or a microcredit lender in Bangladesh, engagement is an important 
part of your life. It matters because it is the key to performance, 
lasting fulfi llment, monetary rewards, and overall contribution.
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 19

You may work full-time or part-time. You may volunteer, 
partner, or advise the organization. You may be leading or learn-
ing, the CEO or the last person hired, highly paid or a volunteer. 
Regardless of whether you work in business, government, educa-
tion, healthcare, nonprofi t, or recreation, your level of engagement 
makes all the difference.

The key to sustainable high engagement is taking primary 
responsibility for it. Now is the time to own your own engage-
ment. In the following chapters, we’re going to share with you 
what we’ve learned from highly engaged employees, and we’re 
going to get very practical about it. We’re going to show you how
they do it. It’s one thing to read about it; it’s quite another to apply 
it. Our goal is to help you become highly engaged and learn to cre-
ate your own weather.

Tips for Leaders

Employee engagement is a powerful concept that grew out of 
traditional employee satisfaction survey research. Over time, it 
became clear that employee satisfaction, which measures only 
attitudinal variables, was not always directly correlated with 
high organizational performance. In other words, it was pos-
sible for employees to be satisfi ed and yet still withhold their 
commitment and discretionary efforts in work contribution. 
Eventually, researchers moved beyond the concept of satisfac-
tion. They added variables related to an employee’s emotional 
commitment and attachment and created a broader concept 
that we now call employee engagement. Because of the multi-
dimensional and more holistic nature of the concept, they have 
found that employee engagement correlates directly with orga-
nizational performance measures. As a concept, engagement is 
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20 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

normally considered to include cognitive, emotional/affective, 
and physical components of an employee’s disposition, behav-
ior, and performance.

With the aid of engagement as a concept, and with operation-
alized defi nitions that are suitable for measurement, most large 
organizations now measure engagement levels on a regular basis 
with employee surveys. In addition, organizations have moved 
deliberately into the process of creating the enabling conditions 
that foster higher levels of employee engagement. A focus on 
creating and strengthening organizational conditions is critical, 
and if these conditions are designed and executed properly, this 
may result in a step-change improvement in employee engage-
ment levels.

Organizations following this path often make signifi cant 
gains, but eventually they reach a point where they can no 
longer move the engagement needle. We consistently observe 
that regardless of additional resources and efforts invested to 
improve organizational conditions and make them conducive to 
employee engagement, organizations are unable to move beyond 
their engagement plateau. So what do you do? Here are a few 
suggestions for you as a leader to help your organization move 
down the path of instilling an employee engagement mindset 
in your organization. Our suggestions say nothing about how
to engage your employees. That comes later. The fi rst order 
of business is to ask yourself this question: what’s your point 
of view about employee engagement? Until you put a stake in 
the ground on this issue, we can’t talk about how.

 Examine and clarify your organization’s point of view 
about employee engagement. Do you have a coherent 
institutional point of view? Many organizations don’t, and 
that’s a big reason employee engagement suffers.
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Who Owns Your Engagement? 21

 Make a commitment to support employee engagement 
efforts with the understanding that the employee takes 
primary responsibility and the organization takes second-
ary responsibility. If you’re not clearly committed to an 
employee-centered model of employee engagement, you 
should assume that many of your employees will be wait-
ing around with an “engage me” attitude.

 Communicate an employee-centered point of view to your 
employees clearly and repeatedly so that it’s not possible for 
an employee to misunderstand his or her personal respon-
sibility. This requires absolute clarity about employer and 
employee roles.

 Think about the prevailing culture of your organization. 
Do you cultivate a climate that draws out the discretionary 
effort and contribution of your people? Do you nurture a 
culture of personal opportunity and responsibility?

 Can you point to highly engaged individuals in your orga-
nization who own their own engagement and sustain that 
pattern over time? Do you personally model that pattern? 
If not, are you prepared to start?
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2

Connect: Plug into the Power!

“We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, 
tied in a single garment of destiny.”

Martin Luther King, Jr.

The Power of Connection
On a spring day in 1978, 15-year-old Britt Berrett was in his 
backyard. As he had done many times before, he struck a match 
and leaned down to light the barbecue. That’s the last thing he 
remembers.

A ball of fi re engulfed Britt, leaving him severely burned over 
much of his face, neck, shoulders, and arms. His family rushed 
him to the burn unit at Harborview Medical Center in Seattle, 
Washington. The prognosis wasn’t good: he would be badly 
scarred for life.

In the hospital, a team of highly skilled doctors and nurses 
attended to Britt. He began to heal, but it was a slow, painful 
process. During those fi rst days in the hospital, Britt developed 
a special connection with the members of the clinical staff who 
were caring for him. He could tell the staff had taken a special 
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24 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

interest in him. He was deeply touched by the personal and genuine 
concern they showed.

In fact, it puzzled him. He decided he wanted to do what they 
did. After two weeks in the hospital, when the pain had fi nally 
become bearable, Britt started walking the halls of the hospital 
burn unit, popping into the patient rooms and introducing himself 
to other burn victims. After a few days, he had befriended every 
single patient in the unit. He wanted to comfort and encourage the 
other patients and their families. As he connected with them, Britt 
found that he was healing faster himself.

After many weeks of excruciating pain and endless therapy, Britt 
returned home fully healed. The miracle of it all was that he took 
with him one small scar on his left arm—a tiny reminder of the 
terrible accident. More important, through his experience, Britt 
discovered the power of connecting with other people. Connecting 
with other patients brought him a sense of satisfaction, purpose, 
and fulfi llment he had never experienced before. Through it he 
gained a deep and powerful sense of engagement, something that 
was new to him.

But the story doesn’t end there. Britt’s hospital stay became a turn-
ing point in his life. Before the accident, his family had just moved to 
Vancouver, British Columbia, and the experience of being uprooted 
as a teenager was tough on him. Britt felt very much alone at school. 
When he returned to school after the accident, however, he decided 
to reach out to the other kids the way he had learned to reach out 
to the patients. He shifted his focus outward and began connecting 
with nearly everyone. It soon became a habit. He made it a point to 
reach out to students who were having a hard time fi tting in, those 
he could tell needed a friend.

The next spring, Britt was voted class president. The follow-
ing year, he became the student body president of Centralia High 
School. Britt has moved on to pursue an education and career. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, Britt is back walking the halls of a 
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Connect: Plug into the Power! 25

hospital, visiting and connecting with patients and clinical staff. 
He has served as the CEO of three major hospitals in the United 
States and now runs the Texas Health Presbyterian Hospital in 
Dallas, Texas.

What makes Britt’s story important is that his life could have 
been different. He didn’t have to reach out. Learning to connect 
and having the motivation to do it was his personal choice. To 
his credit, he learned at 15 years of age what many adults never 
learn—that connecting is a fundamental driver of engagement. 
When we connect with each other—and not merely transact—the 
impact is felt in both directions.

Connecting is the process of exchanging emotional, social, intellectual, 
and spiritual value.

In our digital, globalizing world, we talk a lot about connec-
tivity. But that’s not what we mean. We’re talking about some-
thing much deeper, richer, and more meaningful. We’re talking 
about a type of connecting that is unique to our species. It can’t 
be replaced by technology. It’s something that the virtual world 
can support but never duplicate. The multisensory experience 
of connecting with other human beings, your work, and your 
surroundings is what makes you singularly human. We strive 
for it. We thrive on it. When we connect meaningfully, it fuels 
our engagement. When we don’t, we are left hollow, empty, and 
unfulfi lled.

“Relationships are all there is. Everything in the uni-
verse only exists because it is in relationship to every-
thing else. Nothing exists in isolation. We have to stop 
pretending we are individuals that can go it alone.”

Margaret Wheatley, author and educator
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26 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Getting a Return on Connection
There’s nothing new about connecting. It’s a basic human need. 
We are social creatures who have an innate need to connect. In 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, relationship and belonging needs are 
right next to safety and survival needs. Forming strong bonds and 
attachments is essential for a healthy, balanced life. It’s true for 
children, and it is no less true for adults.

Here’s the challenge: it’s pretty rare that you get to live through 
a major historical shift, but that’s what’s happening. In the digi-
tal age, we have fundamentally changed our connecting behavior. 
Technology gets both the credit and the blame. First, the blame: 
unless you live in the Third World, virtually no one lives an 
unplugged life anymore. Most people are constantly connected, 
even tethered, to some digital device. The irony is that we can be 
constantly connected and yet feel disengaged and isolated at the 
same time.

Many people are confused about how to connect. Society is fi lled 
with blanket directives to connect in this way or that. You need this 
device. You should join this social network. You must have so many 
contacts. You need to meet so-and-so. You must participate in these 
activities. You ought to join this organization, take this class, down-
load this smartphone app, or take this survey. It’s simply over the 
top. How do you make sense of this tangle of advice?

Then there’s the related topic of networking that’s a part of 
connecting. A lot of the conventional wisdom about networking 
is fl at-out wrong. And it feels wrong because it’s manipulative. It’s 
about how to exploit a relationship to get what you want. It says 
you’re not a friend, you’re a contact. You’re a tool in someone’s 
toolbox. You’re a means to someone’s end. People are advocating 
turbocharged methods for networking, and it’s all a little much. 
We don’t subscribe to that approach. If you’re not a Rolodex Jedi, 
that’s just fi ne.

When it comes to connecting, we don’t pretend we know 
what’s best for you. But we do have a few ideas to consider. In 
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our study of highly engaged employees, we found that connect-
ing is a huge driver of engagement. We also found that highly 
engaged employees connect in very different ways depending on 
their personalities, preferences, needs, desires, job requirements, 
and circumstances. There’s absolutely no formula or prescription 
for connecting.

Don’t become discouraged, however; we did fi nd what we 
believe is the key. Highly engaged employees focus on one thing: 
they fi nd a meaningful return on connection. If connecting is 
about an exchange of value, highly engaged employees are always 
asking the question, “Am I getting a high return on connection 
for my investment?” No one can answer that for you, but you can 
certainly answer that question for yourself. If you’ve just spent 
the last two hours at a networking event and you did nothing but 
talk about truck pulls and professional wrestling, your return on 
connection was near zero on a 10-point scale. Move on.

It’s a simple metric, but it works. Judge everything you do on 
the basis of meaningful return on connection. We even suggest that 
you assign a return on connection (ROC) score to the things you 
do and the way you spend your time. If your investment of time 
yields a low ROC—say, something in the 1 to 5 category—cut it 
loose. At the very least, make some changes to raise your ROC.

Highly engaged employees don’t necessarily connect more. They 
connect more effectively. They are discriminating with their time 
and invest only in high ROC activities.

Opportunities to connect are opportunities to exchange value. 
They can take various forms. Some are short; others are long. 
Some are intimate; others are distant. Some are technology-
enabled; others are not. Regardless of the connecting oppor-
tunity, you can apply the same analysis. Ultimately, you’re the 
judge. You’re trading your time, energy, and resources to con-
nect. What’s your expectation? Isn’t it to have a meaningful 
exchange of information, knowledge, motivation, love, encour-
agement, or some other form of connecting currency?
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28 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

The danger of the digital age is that we connect and, in so doing, 
make an investment that brings little or no return on connection. 
We come away drained, disappointed, or distracted. Not a good 
exchange. Have you ever traded a half hour of your time to watch 
an infomercial at 2:00 a.m.? You get the picture.

“I am a part of all that I have met.”
Alfred Lord Tennyson

The human need to connect hasn’t changed in the digital 
age. It’s just tougher. What we see around us is an epidemic of 
burnout and boredom. Most people don’t connect well. And the 
speed and complexity of professional life is only accelerating. 
There are more options to connect, but many of those options 
yield a low ROC.

Connecting is a powerful source of personal engagement, but 
you have to do it right. Connecting well is about four things: 
maximizing your return on connection, avoiding sources of digi-
tal addiction and overdose, fi nding your connecting anchor, and 
harnessing the power of multiple connections.

1. Maximize your return on connection (ROC). Everyone has 
a need to connect. Making meaningful connections is vital 
to fulfi llment and high engagement. Where are the gaps in 
your connecting behavior? Do you carefully gauge the quality 
of your connecting experiences and the exchange of value? 
How might you change your connecting behavior to get more 
return on connection?

2. Avoid digital addiction and overdose. In the digital age, we’re 
fl ooded with ways to connect, both to people and to virtual 
experiences. If we connect unwisely, it can lead to harmful 
addiction. Knowing yourself and applying discipline and 
good judgment will help you fi ght digital addiction and 
eliminate the potential for overdose. Which connections leave 
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you feeling depleted? Which connections leave you feeling 
energized and contributing?

3. Find your primary anchor. Most people equate connecting 
with developing personal relationships. Social connections 
are a primary and critical element of connecting. But connect-
ing can and does take various forms. In addition to human 
connection, people connect to other things. They connect 
to other aspects of professional life, such as the intellectual 
challenge of the work, the environment and culture of the 
organization, and the institutional mission and vision. In 
addition to your interpersonal connections, how do you tend 
to connect? What is your primary connecting anchor, and 
how could it be strengthened?

4. Harness the power of multiple connections. The highly engaged 
know how to create a lattice of multiple connections to the 
people and the organization. When you connect in more 
than one way, the return on connection is no longer simple 
addition (5 � 5 � 10). Instead, it multiplies the effect (5 �
5 � 25). The impact on engagement increases by an order 
of magnitude. What are your secondary and tertiary connec-
tions? How can you strengthen these to increase your overall 
level of engagement?

“We don’t accomplish anything in this world alone . . . 
and whatever happens is the result of the whole tapestry 
of one’s life and all the weavings of individual threads 
from one to another that creates something.”

Sandra Day O’Connor, former U.S. Supreme Court justice

Digital Addiction and Overdose
Consider the following: the Internet game Battlefi eld 3 was released 
on October 25, 2011, in the United States and on October 28, 2011, 
in the United Kingdom. It’s the direct sequel to 2005’s Battlefi eld 2 
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30 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

and the eleventh installment in the Battlefi eld franchise. Based on 
manufacturer EA’s prior sales information, Battlefi eld 2 sold more 
than 2.3 million copies within two weeks of release. Battlefi eld 3 has 
apparently smashed that record by selling 5 million copies in its fi rst 
week of release. EA’s statistics reveal that over 2.9 million hours of 
multiplayer time were racked up during a 24-hour period.

A recent posting on an anonymous gaming blog stated, 
“I haven’t posted much here in the past few weeks. I can’t seem to 
stop playing Battlefi eld 3. This game is simply amazing and I am 
completed addicted—so I don’t have much time or care to do any-
thing else but play it. I don’t eat or sleep or even mow the lawn—
I just BF3 all day long.”

It’s not just gaming that’s worrisome. According to a new study 
from Nielsen, “Our society has gone mad with texting and app 
downloads.”1 After surveying 3,000 teens, Nielsen reports that the 
average teenager sends or receives 3,339 texts a month.2

Technology is wonderful, but it can get out of hand. When your 
digital device starts running your life and allocating your time for 
you, you know there’s a problem. When you stop eating, miss work, 
don’t sleep, or seek isolation, you know there’s a problem. Connect-
ing compulsively or excessively to a digital device is a very real prob-
lem. When it gets to that point, your return on connection goes to a 
negative value. It becomes harmful to you and to others.

As we become more dependent on technology with our 24-7 
connectivity, some people say the need for physical proximity is 
less. Technology does allow us to connect and collaborate in new 
ways, but do we really lose the need to be together and connect 
person to person? Can we replace the need for physical proxim-
ity? Never! We need it from the day we’re born. One of the most 
poignant examples of this need is the medical fi nding that “ensur-
ing skin-to-skin contact with the mom in the fi rst hours of life can 
cut neonatal mortality by 20 to 40 percent.”3 How much of our 
lives can we really virtualize?
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One study reports, “Being connected around the clock will 
be the norm in 2020—indeed, it will be a prerequisite for par-
ticipation in society. Currently, there are 4.6 billion mobile users 
(67 percent of the world population) and 1.7 billion Internet users 
globally. By 2020, the number of people using mobile phones will 
reach 6 billion (nearly 80 percent of the world population) and 
4.7 billion people will access the Internet, primarily through their 
mobile devices.”4

Are you glued to your gadget? The next time your airplane 
lands, watch the passengers race for their phones the second the 
wheels hit the tarmac. You’d think they had been stranded on a 
desert island for six months. If we’re not careful, we can fall into 
a state of addiction and overdose. Why? Think about it this way: 
what does it require to watch or listen, or to move your thumbs? 
Basically nothing. Our digital society requires nothing more than 
passive consumption. We can be constantly connected and never 
satisfi ed.

Picture this: You walk into a restaurant for dinner. After ordering, 
you notice a family of six seated at a nearby table: mom, dad, and 
four children, all gathered around the table. What happens next is 
both humorous and sad. As if it were choreographed in advance, 
every member of the family grabs his or her mobile device and 
begins gaming or connecting to the outside world. Not one word is 
exchanged between family members. When the server comes to the 
table to take orders, no one even looks up. No dinner conversation, 
no updates on the day’s activities, no warm family interaction—just 
the sound of six people tapping on their mobile devices. Lots of con-
nection—little connecting.

Where is this going? An Intel Corporation survey found that 
50 percent of children ages 8 to 12 have two or more mobile 
devices, 33 percent of kids would rather give up summer vacation 
than their mobile device, and 49 percent of kids think it’s all right 
to use a mobile device at the dinner table.5
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32 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Where Do We Go from Here?
The digitization of society and the increasing virtualization of the 
organization are not in question. It’s happening, and neither you nor 
we can do anything about it. The way it happens to you personally, 
however, is up to you. At some point, our digital connections bring 
diminishing returns. On the other hand, the digital age can bring 
opportunities to connect in amazing ways with incredibly high returns 
on connection. For example, a study by MIT management professor 
Karim Lakhani and Boston Consulting Group consultant Bob Wolf 
surveyed 684 open-source developers, mostly in North America and 
Europe. The researchers asked these people why they participated in 
open-source software programming projects. The survey participants 
told them “enjoyment-based intrinsic motivation, namely how cre-
ative a person feels when working on a project, is the strongest and 
most pervasive driver.” That kind of intrinsic motivation is the most 
powerful kind there is, and the web can provide that too.6

Unfortunately, most of us need to be warned of digital dangers. 
There are many counterfeit ways to connect in the twenty-fi rst 
century that steal our time and zap our energy. Take full advantage 
of the technology that’s available, but avoid the patterns of addic-
tion and the possibility of a digital overdose. How do you do this? 
Step back and refl ect on your connecting behavior. For each form 
of digital connection, what is your return on connection?

“Systems thinking is a sensibility for the subtle inter-
connectedness that gives living systems their unique 
character.”

Peter Senge, director, Center for 
Organizational Learning, MIT

Your Deep Connections
Some connections are so powerful we hang on to them. Others 
we cut loose. If we’re convinced the return on connection is high 
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enough, we stay connected for years and years. If not, we unplug. 
Some of our connections are deep and signifi cant. They defi ne who 
we are and what we value in life.

Glenda Shelby grew up in Temple, Texas, during the civil rights 
movement. It was a diffi cult time to gain confi dence as a person of 
color, but in Glenda’s case, it wasn’t the intense struggle it could 
have been. Some of her deep connections made all the difference.

Glenda’s mother was an elementary school teacher who spent 
her evenings and summers studying for a master’s degree, which 
she earned in 1960. Glenda’s upbringing had her working at her 
grandfather’s drive-in and grocery store, singing at the Methodist 
church, reading in the library on Saturday, or out in the cotton 
fi elds with her cousins. With her father working on the railroad, 
her mother was a fi ercely independent woman who taught her 
daughter four deep connections in life: spirituality, family, educa-
tion, and Christian values.

When Glenda’s mother dropped her off at an all-white junior 
high school on the fi rst day of school, she told her, “Glenda, if the 
kids ever mistreat you, you know who you are.” That spiritual 
connection and sense of identity was so strong that Glenda learned 
at a young age to transcend racial differences and connect to all 
sorts of people.

Glenda took her mother’s advice. She went on to become 
an executive at IBM, McKesson, JPMorgan Chase, and Accor 
Hospitality. As she likes to say, “The deep connections of my child-
hood have never become outdated. They applied immediately and 
directly the fi rst day I walked into IBM, and they apply today.” 
Over time, Glenda has continued to strengthen those connections. 
“These four connections defi ne me as a person. How could I give 
them up? I connect well to organizations and people because I’m 
grounded in the connections I made as a child. I know who I am. 
I like who I am.”

Like Glenda, if our deep connections continue to produce high 
ROC, we keep them. If we don’t have them in the fi rst place, we’re 
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34 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

at risk of becoming disengaged. Glenda worries about young 
employees who sometimes arrive at organizations without deep 
connections. “The young people want instant coffee. If they truly 
want to be engaged, they need to slow down a bit and fi gure out 
where the coffee beans come from. They need to enjoy the journey 
and connect along the way.”

We also have deep connections on the fun side. They may not 
offer the same signifi cance in our lives, but they’re still important. 
They help us understand ourselves better. They give us clues about 
our makeup and the things that bring us joy. Some of life’s fun 
connections include traditions, people, movies, art, food, books, 
locations, schools, career choices, sports, music, personal interests, 
values, and religion. The list goes on. So what makes some connec-
tions so important and others less so? It goes back to the dividends 
we receive—the ROC.

I (Mike Baer) think about some of my deep connections. Some 
of them are a lot of fun, and they continue to provide high returns 
in my life.

• Family and close friends
• ’70s music
• Christmas traditions
• Mountains
• Notre Dame football
• Family reunions
• Comfort food
• Indian Lake
• Classic cars

Some of these connections may seem a little strange to you, 
but we all have our favorite deep connections, and these are 
some of mine. As I write this, I’m on an 11-hour fl ight from 
London to Los Angeles, listening to some of my favorite music 
from the ’70s. Each of the connections listed above brings back 
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a fl ood of powerful emotions and feelings that remain with me 
today. Some of the connections are light and fun. Others are 
deeper and richer.

’70s music and classic cars! Some of my “light and fun” connec-
tions are actually connected to each other—classic cars and ’70s 
music. Back in the day, when I was in high school in the ’70s, a few 
of my close friends had some really cool cars. We’d cruise up and 
down McKinley Ave. in Mishawaka, Indiana, in my buddy’s ’69 
Camaro with the eight-track blaring. I can remember it like it was 
yesterday—the blue Camaro with the G60 rear tires, Crager rims, 
air shocks elevating the back end, cruising “fog lamps” on the front, 
and the sounds of Bachman-Turner Overdrive pumping through the 
oversize Pioneer speakers. We’d cruise the strip and then hit the 
drive-through at Hardee’s. To this day I love attending the classic 
car shows in our town. Some people think they’re cheesy, but I’ve 
always had huge affection for the muscle cars of the past.

If you jump in my car today, it should come as no surprise that 
my favorite satellite radio channel preset is ’70s music. We’d played 
it around the house as the kids were growing up and they love it 
too, or at least they pretend to. The summer after high school, to 
earn money for college, I got my dream job working as a deejay 
at a local roller rink, which fulfi lled my love affair with the best 
music in generations.

Could I live without ’70s music and American muscle cars? 
Sure, but these are just two examples of how we connect to some 
of the lighter and fun things in life that help us stay engaged. But 
let’s go a little deeper with the next example. Let’s bring family 
into the mix.

Notre Dame football, fun in the snow, and comfort food. Being 
raised in northern Indiana, I learned to love four distinct seasons 
of the year. The hot, muggy summer, cool, crisp autumn, cold, 
snowy winter, and welcoming mild spring each had its own sig-
nifi cance. I made lasting connections with each season, many of 
which continue to this day.
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I grew up a stone’s throw from Notre Dame University, born 
and raised under the “shadow of the golden dome.” Just walk-
ing on the ND campus is an experience to be remembered. The 
Grotto, ND stadium, midnight mass on Christmas Eve, and the 
lakes and trees are just some of the fond connections I have with 
the university. Over the past 20 years, ND has become the site of 
extended family reunions for my clan. Once each year, we choose 
a Saturday in the fall and we all attend an ND home football 
game. We gather from several different states to reconnect with 
one another at a place that is special to all of us. It’s not easy to 
pull it off, but we value the connection and somehow fi nd the 
time to come to South Bend.

The return on this connection is well worth the investment. We 
usually get into town on Friday and then meet up on campus at 
the ND bookstore and head off to the Fighting Irish pep rally. We 
arrive at Joyce fi eld by 8 a.m. Saturday to get our favorite tailgate 
spot. We enjoy a solid six hours of great family time reconnecting 
with one another and dining on our game day version of com-
fort food (chili, hot dogs, cheeseburgers, potato salad, homemade 
desserts, and more). The thrill of walking into the stadium with 
our family and friends, coupled with the anticipation of a victory, 
is a great feeling. Once the game is over, we immediately begin 
planning the next year’s reunion and get it on everyone’s calendar. 
These reunions include three generations of our family. It’s the glue 
that holds us together and keeps us deeply connected though our 
family is now spread across several states.

Let me share one more connection. As a kid, when a big snow-
storm hit our town, it was simply magical. We’d sled down the 
hills at Wilson Park, build snow caves in the drifts, and ride behind 
our pickup truck through the snow-covered neighborhood. One 
of my favorite memories was taking a night drive on Christmas 
Eve to look at all the homes decorated for the holidays. Fun in the 
snow is a deep connection for me. It’s one that my wife and I have 
decided to continue with our own family.
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Our children could tell many a story about our Christmas Eve 
drives and how we pulled them behind the ATV on our snow-
covered streets. When our kids come back home for the holi-
days, they pray for snow and beg me to take them out for some 
fun. (Though I confess that trying to get the kids to watch some 
of my favorite classic holiday shows does evoke some yawns.)

But I’ve also cut some connections. As I think about those, there 
was a time and a place where the connection made sense, was 
meaningful, and provided dividends in my life. As time rolled on, 
for whatever reason, the connection didn’t provide a high enough 
return to me, so I unplugged. Unplugging isn’t a bad thing. It sim-
ply indicates a low return on the connection and moves us on to 
other connections that provide a higher return.

Take a moment and explore some of your deep life connections, 
the ones you’ve chosen to stay plugged into, as well as some that 
you’ve unplugged from, and write your thoughts about them in 
Table 2.1. The purpose of this exercise is to take a closer look at 
the enduring value of some of your connections. It’s an exercise in 
self-refl ection. In most cases, what you’ll likely fi nd is that you stay 
connected to the things that offer a high ROC. But you’ll also see 
cases where that’s not true and you should be asking yourself why 
you keep the connection.

TABLE 2.1 Deep Connection Assessment

List some of your 
current deep 
connections.

Explain why you 
chose to stay 
plugged in to 
each one.

List some previous 
connections from 
which you’ve 
unplugged.

Explain why 
you chose 
to unplug.
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Again, what we fi nd is that highly engaged people seldom keep 
connections that don’t offer a high return. There simply isn’t the 
time or resources to invest.

“We are more connected than ever before, more able to 
spread our ideas and beliefs, our anger and fears.”

Bill Clinton

The Connecting Anchors
To help maximize your return on connection, we’d like to intro-
duce you to four connecting anchors. They represent four primary 
ways that people connect in the workplace. The four connecting 
anchors are:

1. Social
2. Intellectual
3. Environmental/cultural
4. Inspirational

As we introduce each anchor, refl ect on your own professional 
experience and consider which anchor might be a primary anchor 
for you.

The Social Anchor
The social anchor is all about people and the richness of building 
relationships, working together, and being a part of a team. It’s 
about friendship, teamwork, and collaboration that can last for 
years. Being anchored socially is about a mutual exchange with 
people in which you exchange care, concern, motivation, and 
encouragement. If you’re anchored socially, you might say, “I am 
most satisfi ed when I’m connecting with people I care about, and 
they care about me.”
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Tom Schulte is the executive director at Linked 2 Leadership in 
Atlanta, Georgia. In 2007, Tom was introduced to a new online 
professional networking site called LinkedIn. He jumped right in 
and began to build a personal network of connections. By early 
2008, he was well on his way to building a large network of 
connections, and yet he realized that he was getting very little 
ROC by simply building a long list of connections. There was no 
real exchange of value.

He was captured by the topic of leadership and wondered if 
others would fi nd an open dialogue about the topic helpful, so 
Tom started a LinkedIn group called Linked 2 Leadership (L2L). 
His philosophy about how the group would interact was inspired 
by a quote from a Vietnam veteran and former Hanoi Hilton 
prisoner of war, Lee Ellis, who said, “Show up as a giver!”

Tom hoped there would be like-minded people who wanted to 
be givers, but he didn’t know for sure. Would there be others with 
the same attitude and desire to connect on a topic they felt pas-
sionately about?

He began by asking the newly formed group, “What’s the 
difference between leaders and managers?” Over the next several 
weeks, people responded from all over the world, sharing their 
thoughts. Tom captured them, put them into a set of slides, and 
posted them on the L2L site for everyone to share. In a very short 
time, the slides generated more than 100,000 hits. Finding there 
were thousands of people interested in a meaningful exchange on 
the topic of leadership, he gathered additional comments and cre-
ated two more presentations that each got more than 50,000 hits.

Next, Tom started a blog. Soon members of this global group 
began to reach out to ask if they could contribute leadership con-
tent. L2L now has over 180 contributors who have contributed 
more than 800 leadership articles. What started out as a way to 
“show up as a giver” has now connected people from all regions 
of the world. L2L now has nearly 20,000 members.
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That all started three years ago. Today, Tom is an editor, 
publisher, and author. He has gone on to start a popular mega-blog 
spot called the Leadership Collaboratory that features articles on 
all aspects of leadership. He has also started the Linked 2 Leader-
ship Blogazine (blog � magazine � blogazine) to more effectively 
share leadership content.

If you ask Tom where the return on connection lies, he mentions 
what he calls social shepherding. He believes it’s part of his stew-
ardship to help L2L members learn how to create stronger and 
more meaningful social connections online so they can learn and 
develop as leaders. The source of his highest return on connection 
is being able to work with thousands of like-minded individuals 
throughout the world who show up as givers. Tom maintains that 
connecting socially is a learned behavior. As we succeed, it creates 
in us the belief, “I can do this!”

“Organizations are no longer built on force. They are 
increasingly built on trust. . . . This presupposes that peo-
ple understand one another. Taking relationship responsi-
bility is therefore an absolute necessity. It is a duty.”

Peter Drucker, writer, consultant, and teacher

The Intellectual Anchor
Having an intellectual connecting anchor is not just for those in 
R&D, engineering, or business analytics. It’s for anyone who cre-
ates, innovates, or solves complex problems. Those with an intel-
lectual anchor are energized by the rigor and complexity of the 
work they do. They tend to say, “I’m happiest and most produc-
tive when I’m solving, innovating, creating, and tapping into my 
deepest capabilities.”

Kelly Devey is a fi eld diesel mechanic for Rio Tinto, a global 
mining company. At fi rst blush, this may seem an unlikely place 
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to fi nd a prime example of someone connected intellectually. You 
might assume that we would profi le a scientist. And yet what our 
research has revealed is that many people are connected to an 
intellectual anchor in all sorts of unusual jobs.

Kelly spends 12 hours a day driving throughout one of the largest 
open pit mines in the world, the Kennecott copper mine. The mine is 
so large that in the winter it can be raining and muddy at the bottom 
of the mine, and in 20 minutes you can be at the top of the mine, 
1,500 feet higher, and fi nd yourself in a raging snowstorm.

Kelly’s job is to keep the mine’s fl eet of 92 large diesel scrapers, 
loaders, and shovels working. He’s a one-man mobile emergency 
room. If any one of his 92 patients goes down, he rushes to the 
site and makes repairs on the spot. To give you some perspective 
on the size of the equipment, the trucks that haul the ore stand 
23 feet tall and carry 300 tons of rock in a single load. They are 
larger than several single-family homes combined and weigh more 
than a jumbo jet. A single tire costs about $25,000. The giant 
shovels in the mine scoop as much as 100 tons in a single bite, the 
equivalent of the weight of 50 cars. The machines move so much 
earth that after taking his days off, Kelly often returns to fi nd the 
mine looking absolutely different from what it looked like when 
he left four days before.

The maintenance truck Kelly drives is a full mechanical shop on 
wheels, including welders, air compressors, electrical equipment, 
and a fi ve-ton crane to lift large engines for repair. He explains, 
“I can do anything out of my truck that can be done in the shop, 
other than stay warm in the winter.”

Why does Kelly love to be out in the pit even in the winter? 
“I like to think of myself as an MD, or a mechanical doctor; I’m a 
troubleshooter in the pit. I love to diagnosis a piece of equipment.” 
He adds, “These big machines are very smart; each one is packed 
with new technology, so they can talk to you.” Kelly explains that 
he can connect into the main computer system of any machine and 
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42 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

it will tell him a number of different things about that machine. 
It can determine whether the injectors aren’t fi ring right, what the 
current temperature of the transmission is, or how many hours it 
has been driven in fi rst gear or reverse.

“Even with all of the great technology,” Kelly says, “I’m still 
kind of old school in many ways. I prefer to tap into my experience 
fi rst. I can often tell what problems a machine is having without 
hooking into the computer.” It takes a lot of patience and analysis 
because, as he adds, “You know each of these machines has its 
own personality. Each one behaves differently.”

Although Rio Tinto has an outstanding safety record, Kelly 
says that along with the intellectual challenge of repairing the 
equipment, he has to “be on” all the time to simply stay alive. 
Being a diesel mechanic is one of the most dangerous jobs in the 
mine. Kelly is constantly working around large explosive charges. 
The other challenge is that the loaders are so large that they 
can roll over a maintenance truck and not even feel it. He says, 
“I really like the challenge!”

What is the ROC for Kelly? It’s many things, but above all 
it’s the intellectual challenge of problem solving. It’s the thrill of 
keeping these amazing machines operating in the pit. “There’s 
an incredible intellectual challenge to keep this massive opera-
tion going.”

The Environmental/Cultural Anchor
The environmental or cultural anchor has to do with the tangible 
and intangible work environment. On the tangible side, it might 
include such things as having a corner offi ce, a window, a desk, 
a door, a view, a peaceful environment, open space, or the latest 
equipment. On the intangible side, it might include the culture of 
the organization—its people, values, philosophy, and way of doing 
things. In a virtual setting, it might be the way people talk on 
the phone and the way they engage and work together. Think 
about all the ways that people become deeply attached to the 
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environment and culture of their organizations. People anchored 
this way tend to say, “I’m happiest and most productive if I’m 
working in the right culture and environment.”

Several years ago JetBlue Airways opened a large reservation 
call center in Salt Lake City, Utah. To accommodate stay-at-home 
moms who wanted to work part-time, the company set up res-
ervation agents throughout the metro area working from their 
home offi ces. On any shift, there are between 200 and 300 agents 
working the phones, solving travel problems and providing help 
with fl ight reservations. The job offers fl exible working hours, full 
health benefi ts, and free space-available fl ights anywhere JetBlue 
fl ies.

Now meet Brenda Edwards, a JetBlue reservation agent. Why 
is Brenda so connected to JetBlue? With an environmental/cultural 
anchor, she values the ability to work from her home offi ce. She 
doesn’t have to commute, and she can create a schedule that is 
fl exible and adapts to her family’s needs.

In her initial four-week training, Brenda met 40 new agents, and 
she built a strong connection with 10 of them. She has taken the 
initiative to build a virtual community with her colleagues, though 
each one works from a home offi ce. “We regularly text, e-mail, 
and call each other during the week to see how things are going. 
We also collaborate to solve common problems and occasionally 
trade shifts with each other.”

Most of the time, an environmental and cultural connection 
has a lot to do with physical space and geographical location. 
But isn’t it fascinating that in Brenda’s case, her connection to 
JetBlue’s environment and culture is all virtual? She’s not in an 
offi ce, at the airport, or on a plane, and yet she participates in 
and connects to the culture just as much as the pilot who fl ies 
the airplane. Though she works from a home offi ce, the environ-
ment and culture of the organization are very real to her. In her 
case, and for many others working in the digital age, this con-
nection transcends physical space.
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The Inspirational Anchor
This anchor fastens people to their organization’s mission, goals, 
or cause. It’s the difference the organization makes in the world. 
People with this anchor believe the organization and the work it 
does make a difference in people’s lives. You’ve heard it said that 
people will work for money and die for a cause. That’s the kind of 
people we’re talking about. Inspirationally anchored people tend 
to say, “I’m happiest when I’m serving, caring for others, and mak-
ing the world a better place!”

Did you know that the U.S. Marine Corps was founded on 
November 10, 1775? We didn’t either, until we met our friend 
Blaine “Buzz” Butler, a retired Marine fi ghter pilot. This may be a 
slight exaggeration, but to Buzz, the birthday of the Marine Corps 
is a bigger deal than his own birthday.

He explains that most Marines carry with them an emblem of 
some kind on their person or vehicle to clearly identify themselves 
as a Marine. Buzz is no different. Emblazoned on the front bumper 
of his pickup truck, in the place of a state license plate, is the bright 
red and gold emblem of the U.S. Marine Corps. In his front yard, 
he hoists the Marine Corps fl ag on a fl agpole. In the mindset of a 
Marine, you never truly retire: once a Marine, always a Marine.

Why the strong connection? Where does the inspiration come 
from? He says it comes down to at least three things that all relate 
back to the institution’s cause.

First is the mission. It’s quite simple. To a Marine, mission 
accomplishment is everything. If the mission is not accomplished, 
everything else is a failure. In the Corps, you’re taught not to think 
about yourself and your own needs, but rather about the needs of 
your unit and the ultimate goal of completing the stated mission.

Second is qualifying. Because mission accomplishment is so 
critical, the recruiting standard is very high. “We recruit a very 
special person,” Buzz says. “Not everyone can become a Marine.” 
He adds, “The Marines are the toughest and smartest, and yet 
we’re not looking for the super athlete or the rocket scientist. The 
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recruiters are looking for what we call the ‘heart of the Marine.’ If 
you have that, we can do the rest.” For Buzz, that idea is summed 
up in a statement that greets you at the Marine Scout Sniper School 
in Quantico, Virginia. It reads, “All We Want Is All You Got.”

Third, history. From the moment you’re accepted into the U.S. 
Marine Corps, you study Corps history. You learn all about what 
they call the touchstone battles: Belleau Wood, France, the place 
where the Marines earned the name “Devil Dogs” during World 
War I; Iwo Jima; Choson, Korea, and many more. “You learn very 
early in your service,” Buzz points out, “what those who have 
gone before you have done for you.”

We asked Buzz what his return has been on his connection with 
the Marine Corps. “The Marine Corps is bigger than I am. It’s 
really about the love and respect we have for each other and the 
sense of purpose we share.” After learning about his connection to 
the Marine Corps, we told him we wished we had been Marines 
too. His response: “We often say in the Marines that there are only 
two types of people in the world, those who are Marines and those 
who wish they were!”

Finding Your Connecting Anchor

As you consider the four connecting anchors, you might be interested 
to know that most people have one of the four anchors as a primary 
anchor. Of course, they connect in the other areas, too. We all do, 
but most of us also tend to lean toward one of the four anchors based 
on our temperament, disposition, and personality. Now it’s your turn. 
Take a few minutes and assess your primary anchor.

Review the following instructions and complete the exercise in 
Table 2.2. This is a very insightful activity for many.

1. Of the 16 statements in the table, choose the six that best describe 
you and your connection to your organization. Put a check mark to 
the right of the six statements that you choose.
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46 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

2. Of the six statements that you have selected, cross out the three 
that describe you the least.

3. Of the three statements that remain, choose the one statement 
that best describes you and your connection to the organization.

TABLE 2.2 Finding Your Primary Connecting Anchor

The Sixteen “Anchor” Statements

1. I feel connected to the organization because of my friends and 
coworkers.

1

2. I feel connected to the organization because of the kind of work I do. 2

3. I feel connected to the organization because it fi ts my personality 
and lifestyle.

3

4. I feel connected to the organization because of its mission. 4

5. I feel connected to the organization because of my client, 
supplier, and vendor relationships.

1

6. I feel connected to the organization because my work allows me 
to be creative and innovative.

2

7. I feel connected to the organization because of its culture and 
atmosphere.

3

8. I feel connected to the organization because I feel that I’m 
contributing to a larger purpose.

4

9. I feel connected to the organization because of my relationship 
with my boss.

1

10. I feel connected to the organization because my work challenges 
me and causes me to think and grow in new ways.

2

11. I feel connected to the organization because of the environment 
and conditions in which I work.

3

12. I feel connected to the organization because of its vision for the 
future.

4

13. I feel connected to the organization because of my relationship 
with my team.

1

14. I feel connected to the organization because I have to solve 
diffi cult problems.

2

15. I feel connected to the organization because of the security and 
stability it offers.

3

16. I feel connected to the organization because it makes a difference 
in people’s lives.

4
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Plug into the Power of Multiple Connections
What could be more painful than losing your wallet? Answer: 
switching your bank. One of the reasons it’s so diffi cult to make 
the change is because of what the fi nancial services world likes 
to call stickiness. Here’s how stickiness works. When a customer 
opens a new checking account at a bank, it has gained a new cus-
tomer. But the connection is not necessarily a strong one. If the 
customer is receiving only one product or service, such as a check-
ing account, the chances of retaining the customer over the next 
fi ve to six years is less than 40 percent. But if the customer is per-
suaded to add just one more service, such as a credit card account 
or a certifi cate of deposit, customer retention increases to 70 per-
cent because the bank has become more sticky to the customer. 
If the customer adds a third product, retention jumps to over 
90 percent. With that kind of stickiness, it’s too hard to leave 
because there’s a good ROC. The customer has settled into a more 
intimate relationship with the bank.

What does customer retention in the banking industry have to 
do with connecting? A lot. The same principle holds true for indi-
viduals in organizations. As you connect to the organization and 
its people in multiple ways, your engagement increases.

To get your results, tally up your responses as follows: If you chose 
a statement with a 1, your primary anchor is social. If you chose a 
statement with a 2, your primary connecting anchor is intellectual. If 
you chose a statement with a 3, your primary connecting anchor is 
environmental/cultural. And if you chose a statement with a 4, your 
primary connecting anchor is inspirational.

Even before completing the survey, many people think they know 
their primary anchor. You may also have an anchor that runs a close 
second. This is your secondary anchor. These anchors may well be 
the reason you are in your particular line of work or are a part of a 
particular organization.

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



48 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Sweaty, Bloody, and Muddy
Not long ago I (Scott Savage) needed some advice on a gift for 
my outdoor enthusiast son-in-law. Not knowing what to buy, 
I called the outdoor outfi tter Backcountry.com. When most people 
talk about time periods in organizations, they talk about quarters 
and years. At Backcountry.com, they think in seasons of the year.

A customer service representative came on the line. The com-
pany affectionately calls the reps “gear heads.” This particular 
gear head’s name was Kelly. It soon became apparent that Kelly 
lives for the outdoors. He’s an avid snowboarder, mountain biker, 
and camper, and he loves his job—and wow does it show! Kelly 
had in-depth knowledge about every piece of gear we discussed, a 
one-man product tester. He helped me fi nd the perfect gift.

Intrigued with Kelly’s enthusiasm and expertise, I asked him 
about his job. He said he loved working at Backcountry. Initially, 
he went there because of his environmental/cultural anchor. It was 
mostly about lifestyle. But that connection has since expanded into 
multiple connections. He’s now getting high return on investment 
in the other areas as well. He’s expanded the breadth and depth of 
his connection to his work, his colleagues, and the organization. 
As he likes to put it, “Backcountry is not a place, it’s a state of 
mind, and I work there!”

Notice the different connections that surface in Kelly’s comments:

1. “I love being involved in the industry. One of my favorite 
things is when the manufacturing reps hold clinics for us. 
We learn about all of the new industry advancements all 
driving product improvements. Many times we get to try the 
products ourselves.” (Intellectual connection.)

2. “The camaraderie amongst the gear heads is great! Everyone 
gets each other, because we all do the same things. When it 
snows 18 inches overnight, we all know what’s on everyone’s 
mind. . . . We can’t wait to get out and shred the nar nar. It’s 
a great common bond. As it says on our website, ‘No one 
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thinks it’s weird when you show up to work sweaty, bloody, 
or covered in mud.’ We all wish we were covered in mud, 
too.” (Social connection.)

3. “All of this builds in me a strong desire to do better. I am very 
motivated to give our customers a better experience, to really 
help them fi nd what they need. I also love to help someone 
new to whatever sport they are interested in. I get to share my 
passion and love for the sport and to help them get into the 
sport in the right way.” (Inspirational connection.)

4. “I guess it is easy to sell something when you have our return 
policy. If the product does not work the way you hoped for any 
reason, you can return it at any time, and it will be honored. 
No questions asked. All of us are empowered to make it right 
for our customers. . . . it feels like we have the same power as 
the CEO; it’s great!” (Environmental/cultural connection.)

Kelly summarizes his point of view this way: “I would rather 
make $50,000 a year working at Backcountry.com than $150,000 
in a job that didn’t allow me to tap into my deepest passions.” Keep 
in mind who’s doing the tapping. It’s Kelly. He’s the one who created 
a personal culture of curiosity. He’s the one who goes through his 
day asking questions, reaching out to his colleagues, and creating an 
excellent customer experience. He’s created the stickiness and high 
engagement for his own professional experience.

To Boldly Go
Can you guess the primary connecting anchor of Phillip Meade, 
the branch chief of the studies and analysis branch, Ground Con-
trol Division, at NASA? That’s right, it’s inspirational. “I think 
for many of us who work at NASA,” Phillip says, “the desire to 
explore space is something that strikes a chord deep within us. 
I was enamored with space from an early age and can recall child-
hood experiences instilling a sense of awe and wonder for space 
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50 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

that left an indelible mark on our psyche. Most of us here share a 
common belief in the benefi t that space exploration brings to man-
kind—not just from the spin-offs, new technologies, and indus-
tries that are spawned from the endeavor, but also from the act of 
exploration itself.”

It’s not easy to keep the idealism of your youth. Phillip explains 
that in a techno-political organization, you have to deal with polit-
ical uncertainty in the short term, so it helps to keep your eye on 
the mission. You have to stay focused on the aspiration “to boldly 
go.” The inspirational anchor draws the employees’ focus above 
the day-to-day battles and onto the long-term goal, which tends 
to be much more stable, while reminding them of what it is they 
are working for. That vision to push out the boundaries of what 
is possible is what keeps Phillip going. With his desire for growth 
and discovery, it’s his outlet.

There’s the inherent compensation that Phillip receives from the 
work of pursuing the mission—and it is outside of any salary or 
traditional benefi ts. There’s satisfaction in knowing that the work 
he’s doing is important and can benefi t all of humanity. He gets to 
live out his childhood dream.

There’s no doubt that Phillip is inherently wired to connect 
inspirationally. But it doesn’t end there. He’s harnessed the 
power of multiple connections at NASA. Because NASA’s mis-
sion naturally draws people who are all about mission, Phillip 
has expanded his inspirational connection to a social connec-
tion. He has his own fraternity of mission-driven friends, and the 
bond they have goes very deep. If you work in a “greater good” 
organization such as NASA, just a little bit of effort on your part 
to connect to the people around you pays huge dividends. Phillip 
will attest to that.

But there’s more. Because of the audacious nature of the NASA 
mission, the inspirational anchor is synergistically related to an 
intellectual anchor. The work itself is challenging and complex. 
“There is a literal rush,” Phillip explains, “that I have experienced 
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when facing and conquering a challenging technical problem that 
has never before been faced and conquered.”

This rush is accentuated by a belief that the problem being 
solved is in pursuit of a genuinely important goal. The intellec-
tual and inspirational anchors work in tandem and compound 
the overall combined effect. What comes out of it all is an incred-
ibly high level of engagement. But it’s not the prestige of the job 
in the eyes of others that matters; it’s the importance that you 
personally assign to the work you do. Phillip confesses, “I have 
been truly blessed by the amazing experiences I’ve had in working 
for NASA, and by the opportunity ‘to reach for new heights and 
reveal the unknown, so that what we do and learn will benefi t all 
humankind.’”7

Connecting Power Grid

To harness the power of multiple connections, complete the following 
three steps and fi ll out the grid in Table 2.3.

1. On a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means “not strong at all” and 7 
means “extremely strong,” rate the strength of your connection 
today in all four categories.

2. What is your desired return on connection for each category?
3. For each one of the four connecting categories, identify at least one 

thing you can do to strengthen your connection in that category.

TABLE 2.3 Connecting Power Grid

Connecting
Category

Strength of 
Connection

Desired Strength 
of Connection

Action to 
Strengthen

1. Social

2. Intellectual

3. Environmental/
Cultural

4. Inspirational
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52 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Summary
What is it that earns a standing ovation? It’s the performer who 
connects with the audience. What is it that wins an election? It’s 
the candidate who connects with the voters. Is it any different 
in the workplace? High engagement in professional life is also 
forged through the bonds of sympathy, the bridges of under-
standing, and the links of love. Connecting is at the heart of the 
interdependent human experience. Who can deny that those who 
connect more deeply are more engaged? The question is what to 
do about it. There are two basic approaches available to every 
individual: the organic approach or the deliberate approach.

The organic approach is simply to let connecting happen. It’s 
passive. It’s about letting professional life take its natural course, 
whatever that means. If you take this approach, we hope your 
expectations are low because your results will be, too. We’ve 
carefully watched what happens when people choose to live a 
professional life in which they allow connections to develop 
spontaneously based on timing and circumstances. Those who 
take the organic approach are rarely highly engaged.

There’s a better way. The better way is to be deliberate in taking 
responsibility for your connections. We challenge you to initiate 
connections that you’ve never had. We challenge you to strengthen 
the connections that you already have. We challenge you to extend 
your reach—to nurture the relationships you have with people, to 
tap into the cause of the organization, contribute to the culture 
and environment, and push yourself to meet the intellectual chal-
lenges of the work you do. Through intentional connecting behav-
ior, you can choose to create a more satisfying and more engaged 
professional experience.

Tips for Leaders

Here are a few practical tips for leaders who are trying to help 
their people apply the connecting driver of engagement.
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Connect: Plug into the Power! 53

 Take a good look around. When you identify an employee 
who’s not as connected as he or she needs to be, jump in 
and help.

 Have your employees fi ll in a “Connecting Power Grid” 
(see Table 2.3). Coach them through the process.

 Get to know each employee. Find ways to reach out to each 
employee in a personal way. If you know something about 
personality and preferences, it’s easy to do. Send her some-
thing to read. Write him a specifi c thank-you for something. 
Ask targeted questions for feedback on a specifi c issue. When 
you take a personal and genuine interest in people, you build 
connection.

 Set the cultural expectation that each individual is expected 
to reach out. Ask each employee to do something to reach 
out to another employee. When employees reach out, con-
nections become stronger than when someone reaches out 
to them.

 Ask a less-connected employee to join you in presenting a 
short training segment at your next team meeting.

 Have a coaching session with each employee and seek to 
understand some of the challenges and rewards related to 
each person’s role in your organization.

 Invite each employee to assist you in completing an impor-
tant task.

 Introduce each employee to someone he or she doesn’t 
know but you do.

 Discuss the mission, vision, values, and goals of the organi-
zation with your employees. Build a shared understanding 
of these things.

 Invite a senior leader to talk to your team about the future 
direction of the company. Have the leader explain how he 
or she is inspirationally connected to the organization.
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54 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

 If appropriate, create your own inspirational mission, 
vision, and goals for your department. Ensure that it’s an 
employee-led process so your people participate and take 
ownership for the process and result.

 When bringing new employees into the organization, 
assign them to a mentor from your team who is not their 
supervisor. Have the mentor help the new employee build 
relationships with other employees. Set specifi c goals 
regarding whom the new employee will meet and when. 
This will accelerate the social connection rather than let-
ting it evolve more slowly.

 Facilitate a discussion with your employees that focuses on 
improving the connections inside and outside your team. 
Think about the connections that can be made between 
your team and other teams. Plan and carry out activities to 
connect to other teams and departments.

 Ask your team members for suggested ways to expand and 
strengthen the environmental and cultural connection they 
have with the organization and its people. Begin by imple-
menting the no-cost or low-cost suggestions that would 
make a difference.
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3
Shape: Make It Your Own!

“In the long run, we shape our lives and we shape our-
selves. The process never ends until we die. And the 
choices we make are ultimately our own responsibility.”

Eleanor Roosevelt

Afriend of ours recently purchased a new sports car. After endur-
ing a tedious description of every detail, we asked him how the 

car handled.
“I don’t have it yet,” he replied. “I pick it up next week.”
Chagrined, we asked, “What? We thought you bought the car last 

week.”
“I did, but it’s not ready. It’s not my car. It’s just a factory car. 

I’ve got to make it mine.”
It turned out that our friend took his new car straight to an after-

market shop to do a little “shaping.” He put on new wheels, new 
tires, new lights, a new spoiler, a different stereo system, and added 
some pin-striping and a few other accessories. When he fi nally 
picked it up, it was his car.

He had shaped it. He put in the extra investment to make it 
what he wanted.

Now it may not be your thing to accessorize a new car with after-
market options, but you can appreciate the point. When you shape 
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56 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

something, when you customize, personalize, and mold something 
to fi t your personality and preferences, you put yourself into it and 
create an emotional bond. In some way, it’s an extension of you—
an investment and a personal commitment. And whether you are 
conscious of it or not, you expect a payoff. Is it any wonder that 
shaping boosts engagement? The same principle applies to work 
and work life—the more you personally shape your professional 
experience, the more you put your personal imprint on your job, 
the more that experience becomes uniquely yours.

Our research shows that shaping is a largely forgotten driver in 
the understanding of human engagement. Highly engaged employ-
ees demonstrate a consistent pattern of taking the initiative to shape 
their professional experiences as much as they can. They understand 
who they are and tailor the work they do to fi t their motivations, 
strengths, and situation. Fundamentally, they shape three things: 
(1) their professional goals, (2) their work, and (3) their work life.

A corresponding pattern is that in the “new normal,” organiza-
tions are more willing to respond to shaping preferences. They’re 
more fl exible and more amenable to shaping requests. There are, 
of course, real constraints and limits. But think about the current 
environment. Organizations in every sector are motivated to be 
more responsive to shaping requests. Take Google. Salar Kaman-
gar, CEO of YouTube, one of Google’s units, describes the orga-
nization this way: “Google has a culture where impatient people 
can be successful.”1 And guess what? Engaged people are like that. 
They’re impatient because they’re passionate. Thankfully, more 
organizations are getting this. More than at any time in history, 
organizations are offering you more opportunity to shape your 
professional experience.

Shaping is the process of customizing, personalizing, and tailoring your 
professional experience based on your preferences, while pursuing the 
organization’s goals and acknowledging real constraints.
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 57

Why We Don’t Shape
Alice Walker said, “Look closely at the present you are con-
structing; it should look like the future you are dreaming.” Do 
you have a future in mind? What does it look like? Is it different 
from your professional life today? As you look closely at your 
professional life, it’s vital to understand your environment and 
circumstances. Your expectations must be informed by reality. 
There’s much you can do to move toward the future by con-
structing a better “now.”

Disengaged people feel as if professional life just happens. They 
often share a victim’s mindset at worst or a dutiful, good-soldier 
mindset at best. They believe they have little infl uence over their 
role in the organization. They get stuck, and they stay stuck. It’s 
as if they fall into quicksand and get bogged down. If you ask us, 
that kind of deterministic thinking is depressing. The two most 
common traps are dependency and deception:

• Dependency. People in this category are on engagement 
welfare. They feel, think, and act in a way that is self-limiting 
because they have been socialized to believe that a paternalis-
tic and benevolent organization is supposed to engage them. 
They cling to ingrained patterns of thinking borrowed from 
an old industrial age model that believes that the organization 
knows what is best for each individual and has the primary 
responsibility to make employees happy. Their handcuffed 
assumptions keep them docile and passive about shaping 
their professional lives.

• Deception. People in this category embrace unrealistic expec-
tations about the way organizations should behave because 
they choose not to see themselves and their own performance 
in the unsparing light of reality. They deny the fundamental 
principle that opportunity is based on performance. There 
are, for example, legions of employees across organizations 
aching for a promotion and wondering why it hasn’t come. 
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58 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Yet they are not willing to look at the image in the mirror to 
realize that it is their own performance that holds them back. 
They are like contestants on the television program American 
Idol who walk away stunned after an abysmal performance, 
never having sought or received candid feedback in front of 
the judges.

If you want to become highly engaged, you have to think differ-
ently. First, grasp your personal concept of career. With that fi rmly 
in hand, move forward to shape your professional goals, your 
work, and your work life. In all of this, we acknowledge limits. 
You don’t have total control over these things, but the new normal 
is opening the door to greater opportunities to shape than ever 
before. Every employee has the opportunity, at least to some small 
degree, to shape his or her professional goals, work, and work life.

The more you shape, the more engaged you will be. Why? Because 
when you make work the way you want it, you take greater owner-
ship for it. Like our friend’s sports car, when you fi rst take a job, it’s a 
factory job. Not that it’s bad, it’s just off the shelf. It’s not customized 
to meet your needs. Because we have a deep need to control our own 
destiny, we should take every opportunity to shape our work life.

Many organizations have changed their fundamental approach. 
They’ve become more responsive and more fl exible than in the past. 
They recognize that to be competitive, they must attract and retain 
the very best talent. They know that a highly engaged workforce is 
the ultimate source of competitive advantage. A major study pub-
lished by the Society for Human Resource Management concludes 
that to attract and engage Millennials, in particular, organizations 
must provide fl exibility, understand what types of work and learn-
ing experiences they want, and be willing to “customize schedules, 
work assignments and career paths.”2 An adaptable workforce 
requires an adaptable organization that understands the need for 
employees to shape their professional experience.3
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 59

Many organizations used to impose narrow constraints on 
what work employees did. They were rigid and unyielding in 
their requirements for how work got done. They called the 
shots. Because the notion of paid work was developed within an 
assembly-line culture, people had to show up at work to be con-
sidered working. Organizations demanded that employees be fl ex-
ible in ways that suited them, and the employee had little room to 
make counterdemands. For years, organizations have required the 
labor market to provide different kinds of fl exibility:

• Occupational/functional fl exibility: The ability to perform 
different jobs, skills, and tasks

• Geographic fl exibility: A willingness and ability to relocate to 
different locations

• Wage fl exibility: A willingness to work for differing levels of 
compensation based on performance rather than a set wage

• Contractual fl exibility: A willingness to work on a per-project, 
part-time, or nonpermanent basis

• Temporal fl exibility: A willingness to work nonstandard 
hours, including overtime and weekends

These requirements for fl exibility haven’t necessarily changed, but 
what has changed is that the requirements are more reciprocal. It’s 
a two-way street. Organizations want you to be happy and pro-
ductive at work, and they’re willing to fl ex on their end to make 
that happen. In fact, they’re more interested in the value you bring 
than exactly how you do it.

Today, there’s a shift occurring as more organizations recognize 
the unprecedented mobility of labor and the free agent mindset. 
Many leaders are more interested in the value employees provide 
and less in the process of how they provide it. And they are much 
more apt to respond to proposals about how a person wants to 
shape his or her professional experience.
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60 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

“Best Buy Leads the Charge”

Best Buy, a leading U.S.-based electronics supplier, has led the charge 
in allowing employees to shape their goals, work, and work life. Best 
Buy is transforming its culture through an endeavor called ROWE, 
short for “results-only work environment.” Employees are allowed to 
shape how they work, when they work, and where they work, and they 
are evaluated solely based upon the results they achieve. The intent 
of the program is to “encourage people to contribute rather than just 
show up and grind out their days.”

The program’s creators, Cali Ressler and Jody Thompson, say, “The 
employer’s job is to create very clear goals and expectations for what 
needs to get done on a daily, weekly, monthly and yearly basis. The 
simplest defi nition of a Results Oriented Work Environment [is that] 
each person is free to do whatever they want, whenever they want, as 
long as the work gets done. Everything else—when they come in, how 
much time they spend in their cube, how long their lunch lasts—is no 
longer [the employer’s] concern. The point here is to always redirect 
focus back to the work.” CEO Brad Anderson was quoted as saying, 
“ROWE was an idea born and nurtured by a handful of passionate 
employees. It wasn’t created as the result of some edict.”

Is it working? You be the judge. Those areas of Best Buy where 
ROWE is implemented have an average of 35 percent higher employee 
productivity. Employee engagement is up. Orders processed by people 
not working in the offi ce are up 15 percent over those who are. Among 
three separate ROWE groups totaling 377 employees, the number 
who left the company decreased by 90 percent, 52 percent, and 75 
percent, respectively, between 2005 and 2007. Because Best Buy 
estimates the average cost of turnover per employee at $102,000, 
it is estimated that the total cost savings to the company is approxi-
mately $6.7 million.

Best Buy is interested in the overall value employees provide, and 
employees are responding by shaping how, when, and where they 
work to deliver that value.4
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 61

“Hard work is a prison sentence only if it does not mean 
anything. . . . If you work hard enough and assert your-
self, and use your mind and imagination, you can shape 
the world to your desires.”

Malcolm Gladwell, author and journalist

What’s Your Concept of Career?
To shape your professional goals, your work, and your work life, 
fi rst identify the concept of career that fi ts you. People have differ-
ent ways of looking at organizational life and considering what it 
means to them personally. This is quite a change from the past. If 
you go back two or three generations, there tended to be just one 
concept of career—what we called the traditional career model 
(Figure 3.1). It said that everyone basically moved through three 
stages during his or her lifetime. Stage 1 was to “learn”—in other 
words, get your education and training. Learn a skill of some kind 
so that you can get a job and make a living. Stage 2 was to “earn.” 
Of course that meant to get a job and earn money. Finally, stage 3 
was to “burn.” The idea here was that you would someday retire 
from your job, and then you could settle into retirement and burn 
the resources and savings you had built up over the years.

Learn

Qualify for
Work

Burn

Retire and
Spend

Earn

Save for
Retirement

FIGURE 3.1 The Traditional Career Model
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62 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

That traditional career model is a bit amusing these days, isn’t 
it? It portrays organizational life as a smooth, linear path with 
clear and distinct stages. Actually, a lot of people did live out their 
organizational lives that way, and some still do. But most people 
don’t. Most people fi nd organizational life more, shall we say, 
adventurous these days, fi lled with changes, surprises, obstacles, 
and opportunities. For most people, the traditional career model is 
simply obsolete.5 The average job cycle is growing shorter and the 
traditional long job is giving way to a career that is fraught with 
change and quick turns to the point that the new generation has 
been referred to as “Generation Flux.”6

What do we do? Well, we have to fi nd a model that better mirrors 
both the reality of organizational life and the meaning we attach to 
it. So what are some other concepts of career? The truth is we’ve 
never had so many different concepts of what organizational life is or 
should be. Some people have a short-term and changing conception 
of career, so they reach for terms such as a project, a muse, a gig, or a 
run. Others have the ultimate long-term and permanent perspective 
and look upon their career as their life’s work or their calling.

It’s part mindset and part situation. For example, Eric Schmidt, 
former CEO of Google, explained that a contract worker might 
see the future in weeks. Others may think until the end of the year 
when bonuses come out. Politicians see the future as two to four 
years out based on when their term of offi ce expires. Owners and 
investors may take a much longer view.7 Your concept of career 
has a lot to do with the way you see the future and how far out 
you cast your gaze. One woman we interviewed likened her career 
to a water bug—always moving and changing direction. Another 
called his an expedition. Still another person we talked to thought 
of his career as a pilgrimage. He wasn’t quite sure where he was 
going, but he felt there was some ultimate destination. Perhaps 
you know people who look on their careers with the ultimate long-
term and permanent perspective. They are the ones who see their 
careers as a life’s work or calling.
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A lot of us see our careers as something in between. What about 
you? It’s often true that your concept of career changes depending 
on where you are in life. Your concept of career today may not 
be the same as your concept of career tomorrow. There’s a good 
chance that your concept of career is infl uenced by your genera-
tion and the context around you. For example, if you’re a member 
of the Gen Y generation, also known as the Millennial generation, 
there’s a good chance your concept of career may be different from 
members of the baby-boom generation (see Figure 3.2).

Traditionalists
Born: Between 1922 and 1945 (current age: 66–90)
Total Population: 46 million (in North America)
Percent of Workplace: 5% (in North America)
Primary Trait: Loyalty
Major Infl uences: New Deal, World War II, rise of the suburbs, Korean War
Broad Attributes: Sacrifi ce, conservatism, loyalty, discipline, respect for authority, dependable, 
adhere to rules, duty before fun
Leadership Style: Hierarchy, directive, command and control
Interesting Insights: Often called the Greatest Generation. They put aside their own needs 
and want to work toward a common goal. They are loyal to institutions such as the church, 
school, military, or workplace. They have seen the most technology change in their lives: credit 
card, 1946; color television, 1950; personal computer, 1981; fi rst mobile phone, 1987; Internet, 
1991; Google, 1998; Facebook, 2004

Baby Boomers
Born: Between 1946 and 1964 (current age: 47–66)
Total Population: 78 million
Percent of Workplace: 45% (in North America)
Primary Trait: Optimism
Major Infl uences: Cold War, Watergate, civil rights, Woodstock, JFK assassination 
Broad Attributes: Equal rights, ambitious, competitive, idealistic, consumerism, lack of 
balance, work to live
Leadership Style: Consensus, collegial, best idea wins
Interesting Insights: Sometimes called the Cold War Generation. The rise of television shaped 
this generation perhaps more than anything else. The personal computer directly impacted their 
professional lives.

FIGURE 3.2 The Five Generations (Continued)
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64 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Generation X
Born: Between 1965 and 1980 (current age: 31–47)
Total Population: 50 million
Percent of Workplace: 40% (in North America)
Primary Trait: Pragmatism
Major Infl uences: MTV, fall of Berlin wall, 1973 oil crises, space shuttle Challenger disaster
Broad Attributes: Confi dent, free agents, diversity, independent, balance, sense of 
entitlement, skeptical, informality
Leadership Style: Everyone should be treated in the same way, challenge the status quo, 
ask why
Interesting Insights: Willing to pursue work/life balance even at an economic cost.  Less 
likely to work for one employer. Seek employer that best fi ts their culture, lifestyle, and work/life 
balance needs. Started their careers in period of social and economic change.

Millennials
Born: Between 1981 and 2000 (current age: 11–31)
Total Population: 88 million
Percent of Workplace: 10% (in North America)
Primary Trait: Self-confi dence
Major Infl uences: Columbine shootings, AIDS, 9/11 attacks, election of Barack Obama
Broad Attributes: Civic duty, techno-savvy, tolerance, street smarts, extreme fun, globalism, 
tenacity, tolerant, entrepreneurial
Leadership Style: Relaxed
Interesting Insights: Most socially conscious generation since the 1960s. Young professionals 
who are in a hurry for success. Ambitious, demanding, fi rmly believe they can change the world, 
have a high need for speed, want freedom in everything they do.

Generation 2020
Born: Between 2001 and present (current age: 0–11)
Total Population: 41 million
Percent of Workplace: TBD
Primary Trait: Immediacy
Major Infl uences: Social media, Facebook, Iraq/Afghanistan Wars, Great Recession
Broad Attributes: Mobility, media savvy, self-absorbed, life online started in preschool, 
e-readers, speed, globalization
Leadership Style: TBD
Interesting Insights: Likely to: bring a stronger digital skill set to their jobs than any previous 
generation; want the freedom to get an education anywhere in the world; assume and demand 
transparency, access, and speed; drive organizations toward more social responsibility; 
volunteer more and have more risk tolerance for entrepreneurship.

FIGURE 3.2 The Five Generations (Continued)
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This is the fi rst time in the history of the world that fi ve distinct 
generations have worked side by side: the Traditionalists (born 
1922–1945), baby boomers (1946–1964), Generation Xers (1965–
1980), Millennials (1981–2000), and Generation 2020 (2001 or 
later). Each generation sees the world differently, works differently, 
and has different needs. In many ways, the generation you belong to 
has shaped the way you view work and your professional life. Some 
see work as a calling, others as a career, and the Millennials often 
see it as a gig. And what makes this tricky is that even though we 
work side by side, we all work very differently and shape our world 
differently. The new generation is already demanding that we allow 
them to shape what they do at work. One can either accept it or 
fi ght it. The best solution is to accept it and to be on the cutting edge 
by fi guring out how to adjust to the new generation of workers. 
A study by BlessingWhite called “The State of Employee Engage-
ment” found that the youngest members of the workforce—Gen 
Y or the Millennials—are the least engaged of all age groups: only 
20 percent are highly engaged, compared with 26 percent for Gen 
X, 33 percent for late baby boomers, and 32 percent for early baby 
boomers. And they are the most disengaged group: 25 percent are 
disengaged, compared to 20 percent for Gen X, 17 percent for late 
baby boomers, and 18 percent for early baby boomers. Perhaps not 
surprising, 43 percent of the Generation Y respondents and 50 per-
cent of the recent hires who are planning their getaway are doing so 
because they don’t like their work. They’ve discovered a disconnect 
between their professional life and their concept of career.

“Millennials view work as a key part of life, not a sepa-
rate activity that needs to be ‘balanced’ by it. For that 
reason, they place a strong emphasis on fi nding work 
that’s personally fulfi lling. They want work to afford 
them the opportunity to make new friends, learn new 
skills, and connect to a larger purpose.”

Jeannie Meister, author
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66 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Consider this example. KPMG is working hard to let members 
of the new generation shape their career:

With his broad networker’s smile, stiff white collar and 
polished onyx cuff links, Joshua Butler has the accoutre-
ments of an accountant. Even so, he looks a little out of 
place in a KPMG conference room. At 22, he’s 6-foot–2 
and 230 pounds, with a body made for gladiator mov-
ies. A native of suburban Washington, D.C., Butler chose 
accounting after graduating from Howard University 
because he wanted “transferable skills.” At KPMG he’s 
getting them—and more. The fi rm has let him arrange 
his schedule to train for a bodybuilding competition, 
and he’s on its tennis team. Even before that, KPMG got 
his attention when it agreed to move him to New York, 
his chosen city. “It made me say, ‘You know what? This 
fi rm has shown commitment to me. Let me in turn show 
some commitment to the fi rm.’” He pauses, a twinkle in his 
eye, and says, “So this is a merger, if you will—Josh and 
KPMG.”8

So what is your concept of a career? To help you answer the 
question, try the following:

Step 1. Identify a one-word concept of career that best matches 
you at this stage of your life. If you don’t fi nd one that 
matches you in the list we have provided, think of a dif-
ferent term or description. The value of fi nding your con-
cept of career is that it helps you clarify in your own 
mind what organizational life means to you, and it pro-
vides a helpful reference for you to consider as you begin 
shaping. Go ahead and complete step 1 by circling the 
word in the following list that best matches your concept 
of your career:
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• Amusement
• Art
• Avocation
• Bag
• Biz
• Calling
• Course
• Craft
• Dodge
• Expedition
• Exploration
• Field
• Free agent
• Game
• Gig
• Handicraft
• Job
• Journey
• Lifework
• Livelihood

• Muse

• Necessary evil

• Occupation

• Passion

• Path

• Pilgrimage

• Profession

• Pursuit

• Racket

• Recreation

• Run

• Slog

• Slot

• Specialty

• Thing

• Trade

• Vocation

• Water bug

• Work

Step 2. Write down the reasons you chose this concept of career. 
Why does it fi t you?

Step 3. Discuss your concept of career with someone you trust. 
Obtain his or her verifi cation of the validity of your self-
appraisal.

Step 4. Set a plan for how often you will revisit this concept of 
your career to check its relevance in your professional 
development.

Your concept of a career becomes your reference as you begin to 
shape your goals, your work, and your work life. Keep this in 
mind as you move forward in all your shaping efforts.
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68 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Shape Your Professional Goals
The fi rst shaping skill is the ability to shape your professional 
goals. Do you have professional goals right now? Are they written 
down somewhere, and do they align with the organization’s goals? 
Consider this: a clear pattern we found in our research is that peo-
ple with goals are more highly engaged than people without goals.

“You are never too old to set another goal or dream a 
new dream.”

C. S. Lewis

Did you know that students are now designing their own majors 
in college if the off-the-shelf majors don’t work?

More than 900 four-year colleges and universities allow stu-
dents to develop their own programs of study with an advis-
er’s help, up 5.1 percent from fi ve years ago, based on data 
from the College Board, a New York-based nonprofi t organi-
zation of colleges and universities. University offi cials say at 
least 70 go a step further by providing programs with faculty 
advisers, and sometimes specialized courses, to help students 
develop educational plans tailored to their interests while still 
meeting school standards. The programs can spark students’ 
enthusiasm for learning and sometimes equip them for com-
plicated, cross-disciplinary jobs or emerging career fi elds.9

Sound different from your college experience? Maybe. But consider 
this: “Some 27 percent of workers who graduated from college 10 
or more years ago still haven’t found a job related to their college 
major; 12 percent said it took fi ve years or more to fi nd a job in 
their fi eld and 21 percent said it took three years, says a recent sur-
vey of 2,042 college-educated workers.”10 Anya Kamenetz, author 
of DIY U, a new book critical of higher education, summarizes the 
trend best by saying that the concept “introduces the idea that stu-
dents should be in charge of designing their own learning plans.”11
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 69

Of course, there is a spectrum when it comes to shaping your 
professional goals—from no shaping to radical shaping. For exam-
ple, we met a man once who announced that he didn’t believe in 
goals, that you should simply let life happen to you, and that any 
attempt to plan anything or set any goals was contrary to fate and 
the order of the universe. We don’t recommend this approach. As 
John Lennon said, “Life is what happens to you when you’re mak-
ing other plans.” If you get bumped out of your plans, fi ne. But 
make the plans and set the goals anyway, because it’s also true that 
much can and does go according to plan.

On the other hand, there’s another extreme. We met a woman 
who had set a whole series of organizational goals and had 
planned out her career to the day of retirement. She was going 
to do this and do that, accomplish this and accomplish that, all 
based on predetermined dates and plans. Her organization and 
ability to plan were admirable, but professional life isn’t that neat, 
tidy, or controllable. So we don’t suggest that approach, either. 
What we do suggest is that you take a practical and commonsense 
approach and establish some goals to increase your engagement. 
From a professional development standpoint, that’s manageable, 
but if you go beyond that and set all kinds of goals, what hap-
pens? The answer is, not a lot.

“He who has a why to live can bear with almost any how.”
Nietzsche

Here are some steps to follow as you set your professional goals:

Step 1. Identify what matters most to the organization. Test your 
assumptions with others in the organization.

Step 2. Identify what you want to accomplish. Defi ne the impact 
you want to have and write it down.

Step 3. Connect what you want to accomplish with the organiza-
tion’s goals.
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70 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Step 4. Set your personal goals accordingly, ensuring that the 
objectives you choose are clearly aligned with the objec-
tives of the company. Never work at cross-purposes. 
Tight alignment with your boss’s and organization’s goals 
contributes to greater trust, freedom, and empowerment. 
Remember, don’t set too many goals. Focus on a few 
things you know you can accomplish that will have high 
impact to the organization and be personally rewarding 
and engaging.

Step 5. Once you have identifi ed your goals, use these four ques-
tions to set your plan to accomplish them:

• What are the opportunities, resources, and constraints for 
achieving the goal? Think this through carefully. You need 
to take advantage of opportunities and resources, and yet 
acknowledge constraints, or you’re not being realistic, and 
you probably won’t achieve your goal.

• What is your time frame for achieving the goal? Is it reason-
able? Is it attainable? Have you put it into your calendar?

• What is your plan to achieve the goal? It’s hard to tell you 
exactly how much to plan. You have to use your judgment 
so that you’re not underplanning or overplanning. And 
you have to be willing to be fl exible and change your plans. 
But in general, what are the four or fi ve actions you could 
take to achieve your goal?

• How will you hold yourself accountable to achieve the goal?
This is the challenge with personal goals—there is rarely any 
kind of accountability mechanism. So think this through. 
Just writing your goals down creates some accountability. 
If you tell another person, you create more accountability. 
If you set a deadline, you create even more accountability. If 
you invest resources of any kind toward your goal, that also 
tends to add accountability. Remember, you own it, so build 
some accountability into it.
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One study found that “engaged employees are not just commit-
ted. They are not just passionate or proud. They have a line-of-sight 
to their future and to the organization’s mission and goals.”12 The 
highly engaged understand the ultimate purpose of their role, the 
contribution they are expected to make, and how they personally 
connect to the organization’s mission, vision, strategy, and goals.

Companies like Genentech, Georgetown University Hospital 
in Washington, D.C., and Hermann Miller, the American fur-
niture maker, have employees shaping their work by allocating 
large chunks of discretionary time to pursue projects of their own 
choosing—areas that line up with their interests. And what’s the 
impact? Joyce Gioia believes that when workers are free to under-
take creative ventures, they become more devoted to their jobs and 
employers at a time when loyalty is becoming precious. Holly But-
ler, senior staffi ng manager for Genentech’s research group, said, 
“Discretionary time is a huge piece of why they want to work at 
Genentech. It is Disneyland for scientists.”13

Your personal connection to the organization’s mission, vision, 
strategy, and goals is based on the degree to which those things 
match your personal aspirations, talents, and interests. Figure 3.3 
shows the four professional goal quadrants. Try to focus your shap-
ing goals in the upper right quadrant (high personal and organiza-
tional benefi ts) and stay away from the lower left (low personal and 
organizational benefi ts). You may fi nd times when your organiza-
tion needs you to participate in the lower right (low personal ben-
efi ts but high organizational benefi ts); this you should always do.

Here’s a suggestion. Answer the questions in Table 3.1 for each 
professional goal you set. After completing the exercise, you may 
discover that your goals more closely align with a different job 
within (or outside) of the organization. That’s good information 
because it could lead you to look at a different role that more 
closely aligns your goals with the organization’s goals. Recent best 
practice indicates that such a move doesn’t have to be a promo-
tion. A lateral move, if done right, no longer puts you at risk of 
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High Personal 
& Low

Organizational
Benefits

High Personal
& High

Organizational
Benefits

Low Personal
& Low

Organizational
Benefits

Low Personal
& High

Organizational
Benefits

Contributes High Personal Benefits

Contributes Low Personal Benefits

Contributes Low
Organizational

Benefits

Contributes High 
Organizational
Benefits

FIGURE 3.3 The Four Professional Goal Quadrants

TABLE 3.1 Your Professional Goals

Goal Questions Goal Answers

1. How does the personal goal align with the organization’s 
goals? How does it contribute to the organization’s 
strategic goals?

2. What are the opportunities, resources, and constraints 
that affect achieving the personal goal?

3. What is your time frame for achieving the personal goal?

4. What is your plan to achieve the personal goal? What are 
the concrete steps you have in mind for making it happen?

5. How will you hold yourself accountable to achieve your 
personal goal?

hitting a dead end. As Joanne Cleaver argues, there are smart lat-
eral moves. “Over is the new up,” she says. Cox Communications 
has gone so far as to view lateral moves as developmental opportu-
nities rather than as what has previously been viewed as a parking 
spot. And some companies like Deloitte have popularized the idea 

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Shape: Make It Your Own! 73

of a “career lattice” rather than a “career ladder”—an idea that 
illustrates how your goals might be better met by moving sideways 
or diagonally versus only in up-or-down directions.14

Shape Your Work
Your second shaping skill is to shape your work. Many organiza-
tions benefi t from employees shaping their own work. For exam-
ple, two Australians, Scott Farquhar and Mike Cannon-Brookes, 
founded Atlassian in 2002. They wanted to spark greater creativ-
ity and enable their computer programmers to have fun at work. 
They encouraged their employees to spend a day working on any 
problem they wanted—even if it wasn’t part of their regular job. 
The result was new products and plenty of repairs and patches on 
existing ones. The program was so successful that it became part 
of the permanent culture at Atlassian. At one point, the founders 
called these “FedEx Days” because people had to deliver some-
thing overnight—within a 24-hour period. One engineer said, 
“Some of the coolest stuff we have in our products today has 
come from FedEx Days.” The founders believe, “Money is only 
something you can lose on. If you don’t pay enough, you can lose 
people. But beyond that, money is not a motivator. What matters 
are these other features.”

Today, Atlassian developers spend 20 percent of their time—
rather than just one intense day—working on any project they 
want. In one year alone, the company launched 48 new products. 
Cannon-Brookes says that when the fi nancial guy pushes him on 
productivity, “I show him a long list of things we’ve delivered. 
I show him that we have zero turnover in engineering. And I show 
him that we have highly motivated engineers who are always try-
ing to perfect and improve our product.”15

One of the most well-known examples of a company benefi t-
ing from employees shaping a part of their work is the American 
company 3M. Technical staff members spend up to 15 percent of 
their time on projects of their choosing. Post-it Notes is probably 
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74 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

the most famous example resulting from this free time. Scientist 
Art Fry was annoyed that he didn’t have a good solution for paper 
bookmarks in his church choir hymnal. Piggybacking on fellow 
researcher Spencer Silver’s discovery of a “low tack” adhesive fi ve 
years earlier, Fry came up with his idea for the “sticky note” during 
his 15 percent time. Despite its fi rst-year failure (due to customers 
not knowing they had a need), Post-its are today a huge business 
with hundreds of different products all over the world.

Many of us today are the benefi ciaries of Google products created 
by employees who shape the work they do. At Google, engineers 
spend one day a week working on projects that aren’t necessar-
ily in their job descriptions. They use this time to develop some-
thing new or, if they see something that’s broken, to fi x it. Half of 
Google’s products have come out of this 20 percent time, including 
Gmail, Google News, Orkut social networking software, Google 
Talk instant message application, Google Sky (which allows astro-
nomically inclined users to browse pictures of the universe), Google 
Translate translation software for mobile devices, and Google Mod-
erator (an application that allows participants to vote on which sub-
mitted question they want answered).16

Consider the actual work you do in your current job. To shape 
your work, you have to know two things. First, what kind of work 
engages you the most? And second, are there any opportunities for 
you to do more of that kind of work?

There’s a concept called fl ow, originally named by Mihaly Csik-
szentmihalyi, a renowned psychologist from the University of Chi-
cago. Flow refers to “a state of being fully absorbed and energized 
in an activity.” When you’re in a state of fl ow, “goals are very 
clear, feedback is immediate, there is a relationship between what 
a person has to do versus could do. The challenge isn’t too easy 
nor is it too diffi cult. It is a notch or two beyond current abilities, 
which stretches the body and mind in a way that makes the effort 
itself the most delicious reward.”17
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Sound squishy or soft? Look at these results. A number of com-
panies, including Microsoft, Patagonia, and Toyota, have realized 
that creating fl ow-friendly environments helps people increase 
productivity and satisfaction.18 Another study surveyed 684 open-
source developers, mostly in North America and Europe, asking 
them why they participated in open-source projects. They found 
“that enjoyment-based intrinsic motivation, namely how creative 
a person feels when working on a project, is the strongest and 
most pervasive driver.”19 They were in a fl ow state.

Almost all of us at some time or another have experienced a 
fl ow state. You can tell when it happens because you’re in the 
groove and you tend to lose track of time.

“I believe no one can afford, endure, or can stomach 
leaving half a life in the parking lot when she or he goes 
to work. It’s a lousy way to live and a lousy way to 
work.”

Ricardo Semler, CEO of Semco Group

We have a good friend who is a hand surgeon. When anyone 
in the area has a serious hand injury, he or she comes to see our 
friend, Dr. Mark Sanderson. One day, we asked him how his day 
had gone. He said he’d been up all night reattaching someone’s 
severed fi ngers. The surgery had taken 10 hours. Surprised, we 
asked if he got sleepy or tired during the surgery. He said, “Never.” 
In fact, “during the long surgeries, I’m in my element. I go into 
the zone. By the time I’m done, I’m exhausted, but I’m absorbed 
and focused during the surgery.” Now that’s a great example of 
fl ow. Of course, we can’t always be in a fl ow state. In fact, most 
of us have to do a lot of things in our jobs that we don’t like. 
That’s part of life. But when you do experience fl ow, pay attention. 
Gather clues about what kind of work lights you up. What work 
puts you in the zone? What factors contributed to this fl ow-state 
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76 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

experience? What was the actual work you were doing, and what 
were the conditions around you? What allowed you to have this 
experience?

Table 3.2 shows an activity to help you start shaping your work. 
For each of the dimensions of work, place a dot on the continuum 
that best represents your work preference. Then connect the dots 
to see the trend line of your work preferences.

Other things to consider include working internationally, working 
with virtual teams, and working day shifts or night shifts. The com-
binations are countless. Think through what your preferences are. 
Then, based on everything that you have been able to learn about 
the kind of work you are drawn to and what your work preferences 
are, use Table 3.3 to write down some opportunities you might have 
to shape your current work.

TABLE 3.2 Work Preference Assessment

Strategic Tactical

Ideas Things

Large groups Small groups

Creative Operational

Nontechnical Technical

Experimental Routine

Program Project

Collaborative Individual

Interpersonal Solo

High risk Low risk

Self-directed Other-directed

TABLE 3.3 Opportunities to Shape Your Current Work

Work Preference 1: Opportunity:    

Work Preference 2: Opportunity:

Work Preference 3: Opportunity:

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Shape: Make It Your Own! 77

A human resources manager completed this exercise and iden-
tifi ed a work preference for doing project work. Specifi cally, she 
realized that she had enjoyed working on big events during the 
past year. As a result, she asked her supervisor if there would be 
a chance for her to do more event planning in her current role. 
Her supervisor immediately adjusted some of her responsibili-
ties and put her in charge of the company’s next major employee 
conference.

Work should be rewarding and engaging. Attending school 
teaches us that there are subjects we intuitively love and there are 
subjects that we fi nd of little interest. Finding work in your orga-
nization that you truly love and aligning yourself to that work will 
create increased job satisfaction and a desire to do your best.

Stanford Business professor Jeffrey Pfeiffer said, “People are 
looking for the opportunity to have variety in their work and 
to tackle challenging assignments.”20 Once you get a fi rm grasp 
on the unique value that you can offer in the value chain of 
the organization’s mission and the strategic goals it is trying 
to accomplish, you will more likely expend your discretionary 
effort to make a difference and get results. As one author put it, 
“If work is inherently enjoyable, then the external inducements 
[that] are the heart of [traditional] motivation [become] less 
necessary.”21

“Work is about a search for daily meaning as well as 
daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for aston-
ishment rather than torpor; in short, for a sort of life, 
rather than a Monday-Friday sort of dying.”

Studs Terkel

Study after study shows that rewarding work is a far more 
powerful motivator than incentive systems. In fact, an April 
2002 poll of thousands of working and nonworking individuals 
conducted by Monster.com, a website for job seekers, found that 
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78 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

73 percent of respondents said they would accept less money if 
they could be happier at work.22 Think about a time when you 
received a raise. You were pumped, ready to work long hours 
to show loyalty to the company. But how long did that feeling 
last? Usually only a short time after you began to spend the 
new money. Then things went back to normal. It is not mon-
etary systems, but compelling and satisfying work that has 
lasting power.

Too often we meet with executives who are either burned out, 
rusted out, or want out. In short, they have “retired on the job.” 
Somehow these leaders have become disconnected with the intrin-
sic motivators in their work that in the past kept them excited and 
engaged. Or they haven’t stepped forward to match their intrinsic 
motivators with the work they do day in and day out.

Frederick Herzberg, the father of motivational theory, said, 
“I can charge a person’s battery, and then recharge it and recharge 
it again. But it is only when one has a generator of one’s own that 
we can talk about motivation. One then needs no outside stimu-
lation. One wants to do it.”23 Shaping one’s work involves fi nd-
ing those intrinsic motivators that, like the generator, keep people 
engaged in what they do.

“Addressing this human longing—shaping organizational 
identity and maintaining consistency between work and 
personal values—is the key to creating discretionary 
energy and is therefore a key leadership skill today.”

Tamara J. Erickson, author

Remember, shaping your work isn’t a onetime thing. Periodi-
cally, take the opportunity to understand what creates a fl ow state 
for you. Assess how well the work you are doing matches your 
work preferences. Look for those intrinsic motivators. Finally, 
look for opportunities to shape your work.
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Shape Your Work Life
In addition to shaping goals and shaping work, individuals must 
shape the conditions in which they work. We call this shaping your 
work life. Most people place a high value on the ability to have 
control and fl exibility in their work lives. Working under confi n-
ing conditions, as defi ned by the employee, works against high 
engagement.

“Nothing is more important to my success than control-
ling my schedule. I’m most creative from 5 to 9 a.m. If 
I had a boss or co-workers, they would ruin my best 
hours one way or another.”

Scott Adams, Dilbert creator

Shaping your work life is about shaping the climate, culture, and 
conditions of your working environment. A survey by the research 
fi rm Robert Half International found that “one-third of all execu-
tives surveyed have changed their opinions in the last few years, 
and now say that the work environment is the most critical factor 
in keeping an employee satisfi ed in today’s business world.”24 In 
the global age, organizations give more room than ever in allowing 
individuals to be the designers of their own work life.

Consider that in 2006, of the “100 Best” places to work, 79 
allowed employees to telecommute regularly. In 1999, only 18 of 
the “100 Best” allowed employees that option. At Republic Ban-
corp, for example, a full 60 percent of employees work from home. 
Fortune magazine’s study also found that 81 companies offer com-
pressed workweeks, consisting of 10- and 12-hour shifts. That’s a 
huge jump from 1999, when only 25 companies offered employees 
that option. In the United States, 33.7 million people telecommute 
at least one day a month, and 14.7 million do so every day, placing 
a lot of workers in a position to shape their own work.25

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



80 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

“Choose a job you love, and you’ll never have to work 
a day in your life.”

Confucius

Sadly, not all organizations are so enlightened. But they end up 
paying a heavy price for their infl exibility. A large Fortune 500 
company we work with has been investing in mobile workstations 
to reduce the footprint of required offi ce space and provide fl ex-
ibility in how and where people work. And yet we were on-site 
when the CEO sent out a memo saying in essence, “We want you 
mobile. We want you with our customers . . . and we want you in 
the offi ce every day because we’re worried that many of you are 
taking advantage of the fl exibility and aren’t really working.” 
This was likely a knee-jerk reaction—an old-school mentality that 
believes work happens in the offi ce and is best measured by the 
number of cars in the parking lot. Sadly, the CEO didn’t under-
stand what William McKnight, 3M’s president and chairman, said 
back in 1948, “Hire good people and leave them alone.” He went 
on to say, “Those men and women to whom we delegate authority 
and responsibility, if they are good people, are going to want to 
do their jobs in their own way.”26 The new normal is that work 
happens whenever and wherever it needs to. Regrettably, one 
employee at our client later told us, “I was working extra hours 
and on weekends. But if they don’t trust me and that’s the way 
it’s going to be, then I’ll go back to my standard work schedule.” 
Another told us, “That was the nail in the coffi n—that’s when 
I decided it was time to start looking for another job outside the 
company.” What a lost opportunity to engage the workforce.

Fortunately, our client example is not the trend. On the con-
trary, many organizations are engaging in conversations that facili-
tate employees shaping the way they work. At IBM, for example, 
a thousand software developers working in different time zones 
have been given the fl exibility to decide when they work. Many 
of the developers have also chosen to split their workdays into 
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 81

smaller chunks, taking time off intermittently through their days 
to deal with other aspects of their lives. The time it takes to update 
a given software product has been reduced from 18 to 24 months 
fi ve years ago to 4 to 6 months today. As Patty Dudek, an IBM vice 
president, put it, “If we want top talent to work on something and 
we give them all the fl exibility they need to balance their lives, then 
they’re more than willing to step up to the challenge when we need 
them to drop everything.”27

“A great deal of employee satisfaction occurs when indi-
viduals have some leverage over the logistics of their job.”

Ricardo Semler, CEO of Semco Group

At Chubb Insurance, a group of employees was given the 
opportunity to choose the work hours that best suited them. Some 
400 have participated so far, and in the Chicago offi ce nearly 75 
percent of the employees—120 of the 163—work nonstandard 
schedules they’ve created. Their productivity gains have been 
striking: an increase from 82 percent to 91 percent in customers 
being contacted within 24 hours, and from 90 percent to 100 per-
cent in timely benefi t payments to claimants. “It’s making people 
more responsible and accountable for what they do,” says John 
Finnegan, Chubb’s CEO. “The test is that they can do it better 
than they’ve done it before.”28

Clearly, there is a shift toward employees shaping and designing 
their workweek and work environment in a way that is a win-win 
for both the individual and the organization. Why? Because great 
organizations go to great lengths to be responsive to highly engaged 
employees who treasure the freedom to do their job as they think 
best—in other words, to employees seeking to shape their work 
life. When they do this, they release their creative potential and 
more fully contribute to the success of the organization.

In order to drive your own engagement through shaping your 
work life, you must fi rst assess the conditions under which you do 
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82 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

your best work. Questions to ask include, What conditions have 
helped produce great work in the past? When have I had a career-
best experience? What created that? How do I like to work physi-
cally and socially?

“Our moral responsibility is not to stop the future, but 
to shape it. To channel our destiny in humane directions 
and to ease the trauma of transition.”

Alvin Toffl er

To shape your work life, think about four specifi c things:

• First, where you work. Go from big to small as you think 
about this. Do you like where you are geographically? Do you 
like your work location? Do you like your offi ce or your work-
station? Do you like the setting, the atmosphere, the environ-
ment, the culture? What would you like to change? What do 
you need to change? A senior IBM offi cer shared that at any 
point in time, 40 percent of IBM employees are working at a 
customer site, at home, or at conferences. Would that work for 
you? What would work better than what you are doing now?

• Second, when you work. Do you work a traditional or 
nontraditional schedule? Do you work full-time or part-
time? Is your schedule rigid? Do you have fl exibility? What 
would you like to change? What do you need to change? 
Time has become a scarce resource and in a way the most 
valued asset.

• Third, with whom you work. Do you work with people? 
How many? How often? Do you like the people you work 
with? Do you like your colleagues, your boss, your custom-
ers, your partners? Why or why not? What would you like 
to change? What do you need to change? The Gallup orga-
nization claims that having a best friend at work increases 
engagement. That might or might not be the case for you. 
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 83

Gallup also says that most employees leave an organization 
because of their boss, not because of the company. We’re not 
saying to leave if you don’t like your boss. But we are saying 
to work on improving your relationships and, as they get bet-
ter, your engagement will increase. (We talk more about this 
in Chapter 2.)

• Fourth, how you work. We covered some of this in our 
discussion about shaping the actual work you do. But let’s 
take it a step further. How do you do your work? Are you 
closely or loosely managed? Do you have a little or a lot of 
independence? What are your role and your responsibilities? 
What are the tasks you’re responsible for? Do you get enough 
direction and guidance? If you could, what would you change 
about the way you currently work? What do you need to 
change about the way you currently work? In an increasingly 
busy world with unlimited demands on our time, being able 
to determine how one works is becoming a bargaining chip 
between employee and employer.

Research shows that the more you can shape your work life to 
better fi t your needs, desires, and preferences, the more engaged 
you will be. So here’s an exercise to help you begin shaping your 
work life. Follow these six steps to fi ll out Table 3.4.

Step 1. Consider where you work. What preferences do you have 
when it comes to where you work? Fill in the boxes in the 
fi rst row of the table.

Step 2. Consider when you work. What preferences do you have 
when it comes to when you work? Fill in the boxes in the 
second row of the table.

Step 3. Consider the people you work with. What preferences do 
you have when it comes to the people with whom you 
work? Fill in the boxes in the third row of the table.
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84 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Step 4. Consider how you work. What preferences do you have 
when it comes to how you work? Fill in the boxes in the 
fourth row of the table.

Step 5. Once you have identifi ed your preferences related to where, 
when, with whom, and how you work, go back and iden-
tify any organizational constraints you know about. Then 
eliminate anything that’s unrealistic.

Step 6. Finally, rank your preferences in the order of their impor-
tance to you.

Shaping your work life increases your engagement. Don’t let the 
fact that few others may be shaping their work lives deter you 
from shaping yours.

“People continue to assume that chaos would ensue 
if everyone were left to choose their own work time. 
Journalists tell me that newspapers wouldn’t be pub-
lished some days, doctors say that operations would 
be canceled due to an anesthetist who didn’t show up, 
actors insist that their play’s curtain wouldn’t rise, and 
transport specialists maintain that the subway would 
shut down. Nonsense. What a disheartening view of 
humankind.”

Ricardo Semler, CEO of Semco Group

TABLE 3.4 Dimensions of Work Life Preferences

Dimension Preferences Constraints

Where you work.

When you work.

With whom you work.

How you work.
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 85

Have a Shaping Discussion
There certainly are constraints and limits to shaping. But more 
often there are opportunities that are simply missed because an 
employee doesn’t look into something, doesn’t ask, and doesn’t 
present the organization with the idea or proposal about how a 
shaping request might be of mutual benefi t to the organization 
and the employee. Don’t do this to yourself or your organization. 
Avoid the quicksand. Resolve to shape your professional goals, 
your work, and your work life.

“What you don’t ask for stays the same.”
Beverly L. Kaye, author

After you have worked through the exercises in this chapter 
and thought through your options, what and how you shape will 
come down to having a shaping discussion with your supervisor. 
This is where you will present him or her with your shaping solu-
tions and ask for support. Think back over the chapter and take a 
minute to prepare for that conversation. It’s important to priori-
tize your preferences. Ask yourself these questions: What are the 
benefi ts that meeting my prioritized preferences will bring to the 
organization? What’s the business case for why I want to change? 
Do my proposed solutions align with the strategy and goals of the 
organization? What potential objections might be raised, and how 
might I respond?

Here’s an activity that can help you prepare for your shaping 
discussion. Use Table 3.5 to record your responses to the follow-
ing steps:

Step 1. Pick out your prioritized preferences from the previous 
shaping activities.

Step 2. Write down the benefi ts that meeting your preferences will 
bring to the organization.
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86 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Step 3. Identify potential objections that might be raised against 
your prioritized list.

Step 4. Identify your solutions to potential objections.

Keep in mind the following guidelines as you prepare for your 
shaping conversation.

• Practice before you go.
• Begin by stating what’s going well.
• State what you would like to shape.
• Explain the benefi ts to the organization.
• Address any concerns.
• Demonstrate good faith.
• Seek mutual benefi t.

When you have a shaping conversation with your boss, there’s a 
chance that he or she will respond “no” to your suggestions. Some 
jobs allow more fl exibility and room to shape than others. Your own 
performance, credibility, and tenure will help you gain support for 
your shaping request. If you’re new in the organization, or if your 
current results aren’t what they need to be, don’t run off and make 
a bunch of shaping requests. Assess your credentials (be realistic), 
summarize your results and the positive impact to the organization, 
and then be creative in your thinking. If your analysis shows you 
that you’re not ready to shape everything, fi nd something small that 
you can shape—anything to make your work more your own. And 

TABLE 3.5 Preparation for a Shaping Discussion

Prioritized
Preferences

Benefi ts to the 
Organization

Potential
Objections

Solutions
to Potential 
Objections
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 87

then if you get a “no” response, we suggest you listen carefully to the 
reasons for the “no.” And then do one of fi ve things:

1. Ask again (in a different way or at a different time).
2. Ask how you can help make it work (brainstorm possibilities).
3. Ask someone else (can someone else help you with your 

request?).
4. Ask what’s possible, if not what you are proposing.
5. Ask what you can do to improve the way you’re asking. Don’t 

give up.29

Conclusion
A Boston Consulting Group study found that 85 percent of execu-
tives expect a big rise in the number of “unleashed” workers over 
the next fi ve years. At IBM, 40 percent of the workforce doesn’t 
have an offi cial offi ce. Sun Microsystems estimates it has saved 
$400 million in real estate costs over six years by allowing nearly 
half of all employees to work anywhere they want. What does it all 
mean? Shaping is a critical driver for the future success of organi-
zations and employees. Great organizations go to great lengths to 
be responsive to highly engaged employees who value the chance 
to customize their professional experience.

“It is never too late to be what you might have been.”
George Eliot

We’re not naive about the constraints that all of us face in 
shaping our goals, work, and work life. There are limits. We too 
work in organizations and have our own stories about what we 
can and cannot shape. And yet, like you, we all know employees 
that are highly engaged and don’t wait for the organization to 
engage them. What’s the difference? They are engaged, at least 
in part, because they shape what they do and how they do it. 
They shape what is possible and acknowledge what is not possi-
ble. They recognize that the process is dynamic and continuous.
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88 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

As a culminating exercise for the chapter, we invite you to take 
a look at your own shaping profi le. The following fi ve questions 
will give you a good idea of where you stand today in terms of 
your ability to shape your goals, your work, and your work life. 
Once you complete the profi le, we have a list of tips for you to 
consider—tips that will help you improve your personal engage-
ment through shaping. Review the tips carefully and pick out one 
or two that you can apply immediately.

Determine Your Shaping Profi le
Respond to the statements in Table 3.6, rating your current level 
of engagement based on the following scale:

1 � To a very small extent
2 � To a small extent
3 � To a moderate extent
4 � To a great extent
5 � To a very great extent

TABLE 3.6 Determine Your Shaping Profi le

Shaping

1. To a 
Very Small 

Extent

2. To a 
Small
Extent

3. To a 
Moderate

Extent

4. To a 
Great
Extent

5. To a 
Very Great 

Extent

I have the ability to 
shape my work goals.

O O O O O

I have the ability to 
shape the work I do.

O O O O O

I have the ability to 
shape where and 
when I work.

O O O O O

I have the ability to 
shape whom I work 
with.

O O O O O

I have the ability to 
shape how I work.

O O O O O
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Shape: Make It Your Own! 89

Tips to Improve Engagement Through Shaping

• Plan activities in your day based on energy level (for example, 
creative planning in the morning and administrative work in 
the afternoon).

• Schedule blocks of time during the day to accomplish your 
work rather than allowing others to dictate your workday 
with meetings and phone calls.

• Practice managing your own attitude and thoughts rather 
than letting others and your surroundings dictate your 
mood.

• Work on improving things that are under your infl uence, and 
leave the rest alone.

• Write a clear vision and goals for where you want to take 
your career.

• Plan your activities at the beginning of every week (based on 
your vision and goals), then work your schedule to accom-
plish them.

• Look for opportunities within the company (for example, 
special assignments or teams) that align with your goals.

• Shape the kind of work you do based on what motivates and 
excites you.

• Create a fl exible work schedule with your supervisor.
• Have discussions with your supervisor about how you can 

shape your work and work life to meet your needs and the 
organization’s needs

• Observe and learn from what others do to customize and per-
sonalize their work.

• Consciously take time to set professional goals each year.
• Ask others what they have done to shape their organizational 

experience.
• Identify the things about your work life that you don’t like, 

and work to change them to fi t your needs and preferences.

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



90 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Tips for Leaders

Although this book is written primarily for individual employ-
ees, we have a few tips for leaders who wish to help their 
employees be more engaged. The better leaders understand the 
six drivers, the better off the entire organization will be.

 Make sure you have a clear set of organizational goals that 
all employees understand. This will help employees who 
are setting their professional goals better align with the 
direction you’re taking. It will create “line-of-sight” for 
each employee by showing how what he or she does on a 
daily basis links to the organization’s goals.

 Before conducting a shaping discussion with an employee, 
refl ect on the generational context of the employee. Under-
standing generational differences will help you understand 
your employees better.

 Scan your employee base for employees that might be stuck 
in the quicksand of dependency and deception. Invite them 
to discuss these potential hazards. Ask them to come back 
for a shaping discussion with recommendations about 
what they can do to shape their work productively.

 Understand each employee’s concept of a career. Have 
each employee complete the four-step exercise in the sec-
tion headed “What’s Your Concept of Career?” This will 
give you a better sense of how your employees view their 
jobs.

 Once your employees have set professional goals that are 
aligned with the organization’s goals, look for constraints 
and roadblocks that could get in the way of their ability to 
achieve the goals and work together to remove these.

 Create simple and low-cost rewards and recognition to 
help motivate employees to reach their goals.
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 If you value innovation, consider giving your employees 
some time each week to work on new ideas to help the 
organization’s growth and profi tability.

 Create a “fl ow-friendly” environment by matching employ-
ees’ passion to the job they perform.

 Be consistent in your shaping process. As a supervisor, you 
may worry about being fair to employees when you know 
that not all of your employees will have the chance to 
shape in exactly the same way. The key is to make sure the 
process is the same and each employee’s request is fairly 
considered, even though the outcomes may vary.30

 Remember, it’s all right to say no. Despite an employee’s shap-
ing preference, there may be job demands, customer needs, 
or organizational considerations that don’t make fl exible or 
preferred work assignments and arrangements possible. For 
example, an employee may not be ready to shape his or her 
organizational experience due to attendance or performance 
concerns. Or the timing might not be right.31 In each case, 
do what you can to work with the employee to resolve these 
issues. Say no where you have to say no. Say yes where you 
can say yes.
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4

Learn: Move at the Speed of Change!

“Anyone who stops learning is old, whether this happens 
at twenty or eighty. Anyone who keeps on learning not 
only remains young, but becomes constantly more valu-
able regardless of physical capacity.”

Harvey Ullman, author

The exhilaration of learning something new is rocket fuel for 
employee engagement. A study of 11,000 scientists and engi-

neers working at companies in the United States found that the 
desire to learn—the urge to master something new—was the best 
predictor of productivity. Scientists motivated by this intrinsic 
desire fi led signifi cantly more patents than those whose main moti-
vation was money.1 Do you think those scientists were engaged?

If you haven’t experienced that kind of exhilaration in a while, 
think about the passion you had for learning when you were a 
child. If you can’t remember, take a minute and watch young chil-
dren encounter something new, like a mud puddle or a butterfl y. 
Pay specifi c attention to the way they react. What’s their attitude? 
Did you see passion? Did you see an eagerness and excitement in 
their eyes? Of course you did. This kind of direct learning encounter 
with something new is what infuses children with excitement during 
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94 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

their formative years. It’s a source of energy that makes life excit-
ing. Learning theorist John Tagg reminds us, “Toddlers are so called 
because they do not fear falling down and often seem to positively 
enjoy it. Toddlers are all incremental theorists and embrace learn-
ing goals with gusto. And this principle that trying the currently 
unachievable is an intrinsically interesting endeavor drives success-
ful enterprise at every stage of life.”2

Do you still feel that same eagerness, or did you lose it somewhere 
along the way? If you’re like most people, there’s a good chance your 
passion for learning has gone south, perhaps even far south. If that’s 
the case, read on. You’ll learn how to reignite the passion for learn-
ing you once had and increase your engagement at the same time.

Where’s Your Passion for Learning?
Did you know that most people lose their passion for learning as 
they move through the stages of life? Your journey may mirror the 
common pattern of decline that you see in Table 4.1.

My passion for learning 
is equal to or greater 
than what I had as a 
young child.

7

Preschool
Primary
Grades

Middle
School

High
School

College/
Postsecondary Today

6

5

4

3

2

1

6

5

4

3

2

1

7

5

4

3

2

1

7

6

5

4

2

1

7

6

5

3

2

1

7

6

4

3

2

1

7

6

5

4

2

1I have little to no passion 
for learning compared 
to what I had as a 
young child.

X

X

X

X

X

X

TABLE 4.1 Typical Decline in Passion for Learning
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During your preschool years, you almost certainly had great 
learning passion, as most children do. During grade school, that 
passion probably dipped a bit, and then further declined during 
middle school. For most people, the passion to learn ticks back up 
during high school, and then goes up again during college or post-
secondary training. Unfortunately, that passion drops again after 
college; most people don’t continue a personal pattern of learning 
once they step out of a formal learning environment. They stop 
learning, with the exception of attending periodic learning events 
such as a workshop, seminar, or class of some kind. Here’s the sad 
part: their passion for learning stays in the basement for the rest of 
their professional lives.

“I have no special gift. I am only passionately curious.”
Albert Einstein

Here’s the reality: learning doesn’t require you to participate in 
an offi cial event, but it does require you to participate. Learning 
is a personal process that may or may not include formal support 
or outside resources. At the same time, receiving formal instruc-
tion may not yield learning. The classroom has never been the 
sole means of real learning. Add up Abraham Lincoln’s time in 
a formal schoolroom, and you can’t total a year. But due to his 
insatiable appetite for learning, he maintained high passion for 
learning and high engagement throughout his life.

Learning is the overwhelmingly informal, and infrequently formal, pro-
cess for acquiring knowledge, skills, and experience.

Peter Senge observed, “Real learning gets to the heart of what it 
means to be human. There is within each of us a deep hunger for 
this type of learning.” If Senge is right, and our experience tells us 
he is, then real learning should be a permanent part of life—for the 
rest of your life.
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“Live as if you were to die tomorrow. Learn as if you 
were to live forever.”

Mahatma Gandhi

So what is real learning? It’s having a new experience and then 
applying what we learn from that experience. If you think about 
it, learning has little to do with attending events or complet-
ing a course. Although learning can include formal instruction, 
most if it is informal. You do it on your own in the course of 
normal work life. It happens quietly and imperceptibly. Until 
you apply what you learn, it’s not real. When you apply it suc-
cessfully, it has a transformational effect. Any learning that cul-
minates with improved performance feeds the innate passion we 
have to learn.

Here’s the fundamental principle we advocate: “The single 
most important thing you can learn in school is how to learn 
when you get out of school. Why? Because once you leave 
school and its structured learning environment, learning for the 
rest of your life will overwhelmingly be based on your ability 
to learn on your own—without a teacher, without a classroom 
and without a curriculum. It will be informal learning and it 
will be up to you. Coming to competency will forever be your 
responsibility.”3

When this principle becomes the mindset and pattern of your 
life, it delivers huge capacity-expanding benefi ts. And just in 
case you’re interested, brain cell research confi rms, “learning 
enhances the survival of new neurons in the adult brain. And 
the more engaging and challenging the problem, the greater 
the number of neurons that stick around.”4 This process by 
which the brain sprouts new neurons is called neurogenesis. 
Think for a minute about the implications as you consistently 
challenge yourself to keep learning. You will not only hang on 
to your existing brain cells longer, but you will also develop 
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more of them. Here’s a warning, though: inactivity does just the 
opposite. When neurons are not challenged with new things to 
learn, they slowly disappear.

“Cato, at 80, thought it proper to learn Greek.”5

The clear pattern of highly engaged employees is that they learn 
constantly. They never graduate, and they don’t want to. They 
want to keep the enthusiasm and passion. They want to retain the 
childlike qualities of curiosity and passion. You are never too old 
for butterfl ies and mud puddles.

Now it’s your turn. Yankee baseball player and coach Yogi 
Berra once said, “We’re lost but we’re making good time.” This is 
the state of anyone attempting to chart a personal learning path 
without a starting point or a path forward. Let’s start with the 
“Passion for Learning” exercise. It will help you fi gure out where 
you are today and how to chart a path forward.

Step 1. Refl ect on the six stages of your life listed across the top of 
Table 4.2.

Step 2. Place an X in the appropriate box to rate your passion 
for learning during each of the six stages of your life on 
a 7 to 1 scale, where 7 means “very high” and 1 means 
“very low.”

Step 3. Draw lines between the Xs to create a trend line.

Consider where you are right now. That’s your starting point. 
In the days ahead, refer back to this exercise to check your prog-
ress as you implement the principles you learn in this chapter. The 
goal, of course, is to achieve and maintain a 7 rating. That’s the 
kind of lifelong learner you can strive to be.
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98 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

TABLE 4.2 Passion for Learning Exercise

Preschool
Primary
Grades

Middle
School

High
School

College/
Postsecondary Today

7 My passion for 
learning is equal 
to or greater than 
what I had as a 
young child.

7 7 7 7 7 7

6 6 6 6 6 6 6

5 5 5 5 5 5 5

4 4 4 4 4 4 4

3 3 3 3 3 3 3

2 2 2 2 2 2 2

1 I have little to 
no passion for 
learning compared 
to what I had as a 
young child.

1 1 1 1 1 1

The future is rich in possibilities for those with the passion to 
learn. It will be a key to your personal competitive advantage. 
Let’s be a little more specifi c and ask this question: how fast do 
you need to be able to learn? Answer: at or above the speed of 
change.

Learning imperative for the highly engaged: learn at or above the 
speed of change.

This kind of learning agility is what allows you to innovate, 
execute, and adapt in any environment. If you learn at a rate that 
is less than the speed of change, you’re in a state of professional 
risk and your engagement level is sure to drop. Now translate the 
principle to the organization. Unless an organization can learn, 
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unlearn, and relearn at or above the speed of change, it faces the 
grave risk of irrelevance and failure. It simply can’t survive and 
prosper in an environment of unrelenting change.

“If people don’t keep learning, improving, knowing 
what the next issues are and continuing to be educated, 
they are going to fall behind.”

Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Harvard Business School 
professor

Though all six drivers of high engagement are vital, the learn-
ing driver in particular needs to be at full throttle. It is the key 
to your opportunities for growth and your ability to create 
value in the organization. For example, Michael Lapré and Luk 
Van Wassenhove looked at 62 process improvement projects 
throughout the 1980s and 1990s in one manufacturing plant 
of the Belgian company Bekaert, which is the world’s largest 
maker of steel wire. Of all the projects, “only about 25 percent 
delivered factory-wide improvements. Half had no bottom-line 
impact whatsoever and, even more surprising, the remaining 
25 percent had a negative impact on the plant’s overall produc-
tivity improvement.”

The common characteristic of the successful projects? A focus 
on learning. When members of a project team saw their charter 
as an admonition to create new, reliable knowledge and transfer 
that knowledge broadly throughout the organization, the project 
boosted productivity. Projects with a focus on effi ciency alone, 
however, or where learning was narrowly confi ned to one team or 
area, had no impact or a negative impact on productivity.6

“In a time of drastic change it is the learners who inherit 
the future. The learned usually fi nd themselves equipped 
to live in a world that no longer exists.”

Eric Hoffer, American social writer
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How the World Learns
Have you ever considered how the world learns? Of course, we 
don’t all learn in exactly the same way, but we share many of the 
same patterns. Unfortunately, some of those patterns are both 
risky and obsolete. Futurist Alvin Toffl er said, “The illiterate of 
the twenty-fi rst century will not be those who cannot read and 
write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn.” Think 
about that for a minute. Toffl er is saying that to learn, you often 
have to go backward before you go forward. Unlearning is your 
ability to identify and get rid of obsolete knowledge and skills. 
Relearning is your ability to rapidly pursue new knowledge and 
skills, the things that are current and relevant. Your success as a 
professional largely depends on your disposition to be agile and 
eager to learn.7

Permanent Learning
For centuries, the dominant learning model in the world was 
what we call permanent learning. Permanent learning means you 
learn things once and qualify yourself once. For example, Tim’s 
grandfather was a locomotive engineer for the Union Pacifi c 
Railroad in the United States. He qualifi ed himself to drive the 
locomotive. That skill lasted the entire span of his professional 
lifetime. He learned once and qualifi ed himself permanently. His 
skills never became obsolete, so he continued to rely on them 
until he retired.

In most areas of professional life, you can’t do that anymore. 
According to Mark L. Blazey, “The average half-life of useful 
knowledge is about 11 months. That means that one-half of the 
average employee’s skills will become obsolete within 11 months. 
Just 20 years ago, the half-life was 18 months—approximately 
50 percent greater.”8

The pace of skill obsolescence is compounded by the accelerat-
ing scope of knowledge required to do the work that organiza-
tions do. For example, there are 100,030 clinical trials for drugs 
of various kinds in progress today. Can you imagine the number 
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of new learning and unlearning requirements being generated by 
these clinical trials for medical professionals?

“Information and knowledge are the thermonuclear 
competitive weapons of our time.”

Thomas Stewart, business writer, editor

According to research conducted by International Data Cor-
poration (IDC), the world created 161 exabytes of data in 2006. 
That’s 3 million times the amount of information contained in all 
the books ever written. In 2009, the size of the world’s total repos-
itory of digital content was estimated at 500 billion gigabytes, or 
500 exabytes. In 2010, it is estimated that we generated nearly 
1,000 times that amount, or 20 percent of all digital content ever 
created.9 Clearly, the pace of change varies across industry and 
market, but the point remains that most of us run the risk that our 
skills will become obsolete if we stand idly by. It’s nothing less than 
career and engagement suicide.

“This higher level of anarchy will be exciting, but it will 
also sometimes be very painful. Entire industries will die 
almost overnight, laying off thousands, while others will 
just as suddenly appear, hungry for employees. Continu-
ity and predictability will be the rarest of commodities.”10

Michael S. Malone, business writer, editor

Continuous Learning
Fortunately, society adapted to the new conditions. About 30 years 
ago, the dominant learning model in advanced societies shifted 
from permanent learning to continuous learning. Continuous 
learning means that a person continues to learn for ongoing quali-
fi cation. It’s the idea that you have to qualify yourself on a periodic 
basis. You’ve probably heard your organization preach the mantra 
of continuous learning. It has now been around for more than a 
generation.
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102 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Dynamic Learning
But, just in the last decade, the continuous model of learning has 
started to give way to an even newer model. It’s not good enough 
just to be a continuous learner anymore. Markets have become 
so hypercompetitive and so turbulent that you now have to be a 
dynamic learner (see Figure 4.1). Dynamic learning is continuous 
learning taken up a notch. It means your learning pattern is rapid, 
adaptive, collaborative, and self-directed. And guess what? When 
you are learning dynamically, the natural by-product is greater 
personal engagement in your work life and beyond.

Dynamic learners learn rapidly.11 They don’t waste time. They 
understand that learning is perishable; it has a shelf life. They look 
for change while it’s still an opportunity and before it becomes a 
threat. When they see it coming, they immediately create a per-
sonal learning path that will help them close the new skill gaps 
that have opened up.

Dynamic learners are adaptive. This is where the skill of unlearn-
ing comes into play. Unlearning requires great personal effort and 
self-discipline. Certain things that we do over and over again 

Permanent Learning

One-time learning for
permanent
qualification.

Continuous Learning

Continuous learning for
ongoing qualification.

Dynamic Learning

Rapid, adaptive, collaborative,
and self-directed learning at
the moment of need.

FIGURE 4.1 The Acceleration of Learning
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become so internalized that we ultimately perform them without 
even thinking about it. Have you ever driven home and, on arriv-
ing, realized that you can’t remember making the last three turns? 
You were on automatic pilot. You didn’t need to think about driv-
ing the car or following directions. When skills are that deeply 
rooted, it takes work to unlearn them. You have to perform the 
new way of doing something so many times that your new skills 
override the old way of doing things. That can often take more 
effort than learning something new.

Dynamic learners collaborate. They learn from and with others. 
They’re not afraid to reveal what they don’t know. They’re secure 
in their capacity to learn, and they know that when they put their 
heads together with others, the chance of coming up with better 
solutions in less time goes up. We know from research that a per-
son’s learning capacity increases if he or she is collaborating with 
others. Your capacity to learn accelerates the moment you connect 
with the thinking of other people and tap the collective genius of 
the group. Collaboration allows you to drink from a reservoir of 
perspective and experience outside your own. In a group, you can 
challenge and push thinking.

Dynamic learners are self-directed. They don’t surrender 
management or control of their learning to anyone or anything. 
They may choose to follow a learning path prescribed by some-
one else, but they never relinquish the primary responsibility to 
learn. They throw themselves into the learning process and do 
all they can to learn rapidly, adapt the learning to personal and 
organizational needs, and contribute and engage in the benefi ts 
of collaboration.

“Nobody can give you an education. Education must be 
taken by those who want one. The will and dogged per-
sistence of the seeker are the only essential tools needed 
to become educated.”

John Taylor Gatto, retired American schoolteacher
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The six drivers of engagement overlap in dynamic learning. 
When they collaborate they connect to others. Dynamic learners 
shape their own learning. They often stretch themselves and move 
beyond their comfort zones. They consistently achieve meaningful 
outcomes. Finally, they often direct their learning in a way that 
contributes beyond themselves.

Are You a Dynamic Learner?
Now it’s your turn to see how much of a dynamic learner you 
are. The learning self-assessment in Table 4.3 includes 10 probing 
questions. As you do the assessment, be completely honest with 
yourself so you can get an accurate picture of your learning habits 
and disposition. Have a “truthful encounter with reality,” as we 
like to say. Don’t be lenient. If anything, be tough. Remember, it’s 
only when you know where you are that you can begin to work 
on where you want to be. And where you want to be is a rapid, 
adaptive, collaborative, and self-directed learner.

Step 1. Using the 7-point scale in which 1 means “not at all” and 7 
means “completely,” answer the 10 questions in Table 4.3 
by checking the box that best describes how you approach 
learning.

Step 2. Add up your score and divide it by 10. The closer your 
average is to 7, the more dynamic you are as a learner.

Step 3. Refl ect on how close or far away you are from becoming 
a dynamic learner. If your score is lower than you would 
like it to be, the rest of the chapter will help you strengthen 
your learning disposition and habits. As you set learning 
goals, this is also a great area to begin to stretch yourself 
and increase your personal capacity to learn.
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“I think I’m a learner. I never pretend to know all the 
answers, and I want to continue to be fast on my feet.”

Jeffrey Immelt, CEO, General Electric

The Five Moments of Learning Need
Did you know there are fi ve separate moments of learning need? 
Let’s review them (see Figure 4.2), and then we’ll show you how to 
create your own personal learning path.

TABLE 4.3 Learning Self-Assessment

N
ot

 a
t a

ll

A 
go

od
 a

m
ou

nt

A 
gr

ea
t a

m
ou

nt

Co
m

pl
et

el
y

 1.  To what degree do I identify my own 
learning needs before the organization 
does it for me?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 2.  To what degree do I have a personal 
learning plan that is independent from 
the organization?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 3.  To what degree do I enthusiastically see 
and embrace feedback?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 4.  How collaborative am I in my approach 
to learning?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 5.  How self-directed am I in my learning 
habits?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 6.  How often am I relearning? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 7.  How comfortable am I with failure? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 8.  To what degree do I use failure as 
an opportunity to learn?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 9.  How confi dent am I in saying, “I don’t 
know”?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

10. To what degree do I believe that it is a 
career risk to stop learning?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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106 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

The fi rst moment of learning need is when you learn something 
for the fi rst time—like riding a bike. The second moment of need 
is when you need to learn more. For instance, you’ve learned to 
ride the bike. Now you want to learn how to ride faster. With 
most skills, the organization often helps you with moments one 
and two—learning for the fi rst time and learning more. After that, 
the organization usually steps away and you’re on your own.

Here’s our advice: don’t expect and don’t assume that the orga-
nization will help you—even with moments one and two. Why? 
Because, most of the time the organization won’t be there to help. 
There are too many priorities. Things are moving too quickly. 
There are never enough resources. Instead, make it your personal 
expectation that you’re in charge of your learning from the fi rst 
moment of need. If the organization steps in to help, that’s great. 

1 Learning something for the first time.

2 Learning more based on prior learning experience.

3 Learning at the point of application.

4 Learning through adaption when things change.

5 Learning when things go wrong in order to solve a problem.

New

More

Apply

Change

Solve

FIGURE 4.2 Learning at the Five Moments of Need
Source: Conrad A. Gottfredson and Bob Mosher, Innovative
Performance Support (New York, McGraw-Hill, 2011).
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But don’t count on it. Take it upon yourself to be aggressive. Take 
it upon yourself to become a dynamic learner who doesn’t wait for 
the machinery of the institution to carry you along. Don’t run the 
risk of going on education welfare, which is an intolerably high 
risk. Without question, most of your learning will be informal, 
self-paced, and self-directed.

The third moment of need is crucial. It’s the moment of apply.
This is the moment you live in as you work. The learning chal-
lenge here is your ability to act on what you’ve learned. It includes 
planning what you will do, remembering what you may have for-
gotten, or adapting your performance to a unique situation. For 
example, you’re riding that bike we talked about and suddenly 
a jogger dashes in front of you. The moment of apply is thrust 
upon you. What do you do? Hit the brakes! That is, assuming 
you’ve learned to use the brakes. The moment of apply is like that. 
It comes in the normal course of daily life. You may be able to 
choose the moment of apply and plan for it. But it is just as likely 
that the moment of apply will appear suddenly and you will have 
to respond. Both are a part of life.

The fourth moment of learning need is a unique challenge. It’s 
the moment of change, and it often happens at the moment of 
apply that you realize that you haven’t learned quite enough. Yes, 
you’ve learned how to do something, but now you’re facing a dif-
ferent situation. No matter how well you master new knowledge 
or skills, you can almost bet that you will encounter a situation for 
which you are not fully prepared. And the only way to advance 
your learning is to face various situations that test and develop 
your learning even more. So let’s get back to the bicycle. You’re 
riding down the road and conditions change. It starts to rain. You 
begin braking at the next intersection, and you feel the tires sliding 
and losing traction beneath you. You may have read or been told 
about riding a bike in the rain, but you’ve never actually done it. So 
here you are at the fourth moment of need. Things have changed, 
and you have to learn right now. You let up on the brakes and 
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regain your traction. You do it again. With practice, you learn that 
you need to start braking sooner and more gently. The only way to 
learn this is to confront the changed conditions directly.

Finally, the fi fth moment of learning need is when things don’t 
work the way they should have, could have, or were intended to. 
It’s the moment of solve. Of course, this rarely happens, right? 
Hopefully, you’re smiling when you read this. You’re in good 
company. The fi fth moment of learning need happens all the time. 
Sometimes it feels as if all we do is go from fi fth moment to fi fth 
moment, problem after problem. But isn’t this what we do for a 
living—fi nd problems and solve them? Certainly we don’t plan the 
fi fth moment of need. We don’t want the fi fth moment of need. It’s 
just life. Whoops. You just got a fl at tire on your bike, and you 
don’t know how to fi x it. Welcome to the fi fth moment of need!

Creating a Personal Learning Path
Follow the steps outlined in this section to create a personal learn-
ing path.

Identify the Learning Gap
First, identify a learning gap in your professional life. Describe 
your overall learning goal and what it’s going to take to close the 
gap. Here’s an example:

Performance need: I have been given the responsibility to lead a 
project. I’ve never managed a project before.

Learning gap: I need to learn project management skills so I can 
successfully lead this new project.

Build a Learning Path
Next, build a learning path by reviewing each of the fi ve moments 
of need. Use a “Learning Path Planning Table” to help. Table 4.4 
is an example of what a completed Learning Path Planning Table 
might look like.
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“Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.”
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Use Your Plan to Close the Gap
Close your learning gap by acting on your plan. Action is the 
beginning of all progress. Your action will require the kind of 
boldness that Goethe described. That boldness will help you fi nd 
the best sources of knowledge and skill to close the learning gap. 
Never relinquish primary control over your learning path. Seek 
counsel from those you trust. Take full advantage of what your 
organization has to offer, but don’t rely on anyone or anything 
else to defi ne your learning path. Sometimes, an organization will 
impose learning expectations or even mandates. But if at any point 
in your learning journey you determine that a prescribed learning 

TABLE 4.4 Learning Path Planning Table

Moment
of Need Description How Am I Going to Close the Gap?

1. New When learning something 
for the fi rst time

Read a book on the fundamentals of 
project management.

2. More When learning more, 
expanding knowledge 
and skills in an area.

Take a live or online course that will 
walk me through the stages of setting 
up my project and learning how to use 
the basic tools of project management.

3. Apply When applying what 
you have learned.

Ask for some coaching from a 
colleague who has expert project 
management skills. Ask her to help 
me get the team started by creating a 
formal charter for the project.

4. Change When you need to 
unlearn an old way and 
learn a new way.

Stop using an outdated way of 
planning and scheduling. Learn how 
to create and use a Gantt chart with a 
new software program.

5. Solve When things don’t work 
as expected.

Create contingency plans for all high 
areas of risk. Create an alternative 
budget and timeline when I fi nd that 
we are behind schedule and a little 
over budget.

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



110 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

path isn’t helpful, or that there is a more effective way, have a 
shaping discussion with your manager about it. Propose a better 
and more effective learning path for yourself.

Adapt and Adjust
Adapt and adjust as you move down the path. If part of your learn-
ing path isn’t delivering results, drop it. If something else makes 
better sense, do it. Never let the fear of failure hinder your learn-
ing progress. If you fail, make the effort to learn from it. That’s 
what John Chambers, the CEO of Cisco, did as a young child. Chal-
lenged by dyslexia, he struggled to read. While all the other kids 
in his class read from left to right, Chambers met his challenge by 
learning to read from right to left. That formative experience taught 
him to become a dynamic learner. Today, when Chambers hires a 
new employee, he asks fi rst about results and then about failures. 
“People think of us as a product of our successes,” he observes. 
“I’d actually argue that we’re a product of the challenges we faced 
in life. And how we handled those challenges probably had more to 
do with what we accomplish in life.”12 When failure knocks on your 
door, recognize it for what it can be—a fruitful learning experience.

Your success is based on your effort and judgment throughout 
the process. This is where the power of others can really help. 
Don’t attempt to go it alone. As you move forward to create a 
learning path and then implement it, seek input and candid feed-
back. This is a fundamental principle that will not only breathe life 
into the process, but accelerate it and protect you against dumb 
mistakes. Feedback is the life force of real learning. It is, as the 
chalkboard aphorism suggests, the breakfast of champions. Do 
you really believe that?

Is Feedback Really the Breakfast of Champions?
Michael Gelb, an expert in creativity and innovation, made this 
statement: “Champions know that success is inevitable, that there 
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is no such thing as failure, only feedback.” What, exactly, does 
this statement mean? Any time we fail to perform optimally, we 
experience a degree of failure. We may get the job done but fail to 
get all the results we wanted. And sometimes, we fail miserably. In 
all cases, it’s important to seek the kind and level of feedback that 
will help us improve future performance. When you experience 
performance failure to any degree, you face two options: learn or 
don’t. Dynamic learners never squander the opportunity to learn, 
even if it means swallowing their ego. With solid feedback and a 
willingness to act on it, success is inevitable.

“One of the reasons people stop learning is that they 
become less and less willing to risk failure.”

John Gardner

Isn’t it interesting how different we are as humans when it 
comes to receiving feedback? Some of us don’t want any. We 
become defensive. We bristle and buck. We get angry or resentful. 
We refuse to consider the possibility that another person might be 
able to shed light on our performance and help us improve. Yet the 
highest performers in almost every fi eld of endeavor are used to a 
diet rich in feedback. Most are grateful and gracious when they 
receive it, especially when it is candid and helpful. They treat it as 
a precious gift.

Take Cael Sanderson. Cael was a wrestler at Iowa State Uni-
versity. In four years of competition, he compiled a record of 159 
wins and 0 losses, an athletic feat never before accomplished in his 
sport. He then went on to win the gold medal in freestyle wrestling 
for the United States at the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens. But 
what intrigues us most about Cael is his learning disposition. We 
interviewed Cael and were amazed at his insight into the learning 
process. He said wrestling provides constant feedback. He made it 
his goal to learn faster than his competition. “You have to be open 
in order to learn,” he said. “A lot of people simply aren’t willing 
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112 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

to ask for feedback or act on it. You have to overcome your own 
pride in order to get better.”13 Cael maintains this dynamic learning 
approach, and it’s paying off. He is now the head wrestling coach 
at Pennsylvania State University. In only his second year as head 
coach, he and his team won the NCAA national championship.

“I am always learning and working at the margin of my 
ignorance.”

Harvey Golub, chairman, Campbell Soup Company

Obviously, there’s an emotional component to receiving feed-
back. It requires courage and humility to seek, listen, and act. 
But guess what? If you have any interest in improving your skills 
quickly and effi ciently, you avoid feedback at your peril. Highly 
engaged employees are more open to feedback than the average 
employee. Why? Because they’ve discovered its accelerating power. 
Take yourself out of your work setting for a minute. Think of any 
skill or talent you’ve tried to develop—in music, sports, the arts, 
or whatever. How has feedback helped you improve that talent?

Think about the athletic arena. Pick any sport—from baseball 
to soccer, from tennis to tae kwon do. Everywhere you look, you 
fi nd coaches. We just take it as a given. We don’t even question the 
fact that in sports, if you want to improve performance, you need 
a coach and you need clear and targeted feedback. And not just a 
little bit, but generous amounts of feedback. Without it, you’ll be 
slow and make limited progress.

Alan Fine offers this critical insight: “Typically, the biggest 
obstacle in performance isn’t not knowing what to do; it’s not 
doing what we know. In other words, the problem is not as much 
about knowledge acquisition as it is about knowledge execu-
tion.”14 It’s a motivation problem more than an ability problem. 
And that’s what good coaches do. They observe your performance 
and give constant feedback as a way to help you improve your 
execution. They might tell you what you’re doing that’s right, but 
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they spend most of their time focusing on what you need to do to 
improve your performance.

Ask yourself this penetrating question: How’s your relation-
ship with feedback? What’s your attitude toward coaching? If you 
want to stay where you are, or grow slowly with fl aws hanging 
on longer than needed, ignore the opportunity for feedback. You 
might get by for a while, but ultimately you will fail to learn at 
or above the speed of change. At some point, you will be outdis-
tanced and outperformed by someone who has learned how to 
seek and receive feedback. All of our research confi rms that in the 
professional workplace, feedback accelerates performance just as 
it does in the fi eld of athletics.

Develop a Personal Feedback Loop
The principle of feedback is governed by a very simple principle: if 
you wait around for it, you’ll get very little of it. Here’s a four-step 
process to enrich your professional experience with more feedback 
(see Figure 4.3).

Ask

Check

Apply

Review

FIGURE 4.3 Feedback Loop
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114 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Step 1: Ask
You’ve got to want feedback, and you have to seek it. Why? Because 
most people won’t give it unless they’re asked. And even if they are 
asked, most people are hesitant. That’s human nature. Giving and 
receiving feedback adds risk to a relationship. No wonder people 
hesitate on both sides. You have to ask, and you have to keep ask-
ing. But don’t ask just anyone. If you want to accelerate your per-
formance and become better at what you are learning to do, ask for 
feedback from someone you trust and from someone who knows 
how to give it. The best feedback is immediate, specifi c, and action-
able. The worst kind is delayed, general, and theoretical. Make sure 
the feedback you get is from credible and candid sources.

Also, keep in mind that you don’t need feedback about every-
thing, nor do you need the same level of feedback whenever you 
seek it. You need to seek feedback systematically and at a pace that 
allows you the room to act upon it. A good rule of thumb is to seek 
feedback according to how critical the impact of failure in an area 
could be to you, others, or your organization. Table 4.5 provides 
an example of how you could do this.

When you call on the time and skills of another person to provide 
feedback, it should be worth that person’s time and yours. Remem-
ber, never be threatened by feedback. Seek it diligently. Meaningful 
feedback is your best friend as you learn with the intent of improv-
ing your performance.

Step 2: Check
Ensure that the feedback you receive is accurate and helpful. The 
primary reason you should check the feedback and verify its value 
is that most people dismiss feedback too quickly. Dismissing feed-
back is a natural inclination. It’s especially true when feedback 
comes unvarnished or uninvited. If you ever fi nd yourself becom-
ing defensive as you receive feedback, pay particular attention to 
it and ask yourself these questions:

1. Is this person sincerely trying to help me?

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Learn: Move at the Speed of Change! 115

TABLE 4.5 Critical Impact Rating Scale

How critical are the consequences of failure?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Minimal Impact Moderate Impact Signifi cant Impact Catastrophic Impact

The
consequences
are negligible.
No impact on 
outcome. I can 
readily recover.
No impact on 
others.
There could be 
some decrease 
in workfl ow 
effi ciencies and/
or increase in 
workload.

The consequences 
will not threaten 
successful
performance.
The event may 
impact the 
attitudes and 
workload of 
others.
If there is 
reputation or 
monetary loss, 
it would create 
moderate or 
temporary harm, 
damage, or loss to 
the organization.

Consequences will 
require signifi cant 
commitment
of resources 
and/or lasting 
consequences for 
others.
Signifi cant harm 
to individuals and 
the organization 
with potentially 
permanent
consequences.
Adverse impact on 
work environment 
and culture.
Signifi cant 
compromise to 
relationships
within and outside 
the organization.

Consequences
cause major 
problems for 
others and/or the 
organization.
Impact on 
reputation will 
be long-term, 
and might be 
irreparable in 
terms of damage 
or loss.
Compromise
of professional 
status, reputation, 
and ability to do 
the work.
Long-term
compromise to 
relationships
within and outside 
of the organization.

2. Is this person a credible source?
3. How might this feedback help me?

If the answer to any of these questions is yes, then listen carefully. 
Take notes. Express appreciation. Consider its importance to your 
performance before you dismiss any part of it. If you are receiving 
feedback on a critical skill (see Table 4.5), check it by reviewing it 
with a second or third credible source. Always verify feedback on 
your performance before accepting or dismissing it.

“The problem in my life and other people’s lives is not 
the absence of knowing what to do, but the absence of 
doing it.”

Peter Drucker
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Step 3: Apply
Performance growth happens as you apply feedback over time. 
One of the qualities you have as a human being is the ability to 
step back and objectively look at your own performance. As you 
do this, consider the feedback you receive from others. But you 
can also provide yourself feedback. Whenever you do this objec-
tively, it becomes the most effective feedback you will ever receive. 
Self-evaluation can accelerate personal growth more effectively 
than any other feedback source. Here are some guiding principles 
to help you do this:

1. Focus fi rst on successful performance. Did you accomplish 
what you set out to accomplish? If not or if only partially, 
what interfered? How would you counter those interferences 
given another opportunity?

2. Look for ineffi ciencies. How could you have achieved suc-
cessful performance in less time, with less effort, or with 
fewer resources?

3. Check for missed opportunities. What else could or should 
you have done?

4. Assess the quality of results. How benefi cial were your efforts? 
What potential benefi ts were missed?

Put the feedback you receive alongside your own assessment and 
establish a plan to apply whatever is relevant to your performance. 
Keep after it until the new way of performing is second nature.

Step 4: Review
After you apply the feedback that you have received, take time to 
review the results. Did things go better? Worse? How? Why? What 
are you going to do now? Engagement rises when you see your 
actions leading to results and creating impact. Once you’ve done 
this, you’re ready to repeat the cycle and continue to improve your 
learning and performance with feedback.
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These four steps provide an initial framework to help you 
aggressively seek and know how to process feedback. Study them, 
and then allow yourself time to apply the principles in a way that 
works for you.

“Education is not fi lling a bucket, but lighting a fi re.”
William Butler Yeats

Conclusion
Dynamic learners create personal learning paths, move fast to 
close their learning gaps, and establish rigorous feedback loops. 
As you apply the principles introduced in this chapter, you have 
a chance to rekindle your passion for learning and become the 
dynamic learner you need to be. You have the chance to prosper in 
the new normal and watch your engagement soar.

“I am still learning. That is an important mark of a good 
leader . . . to know you don’t know it all and never will.”

Anne Mulcahy, former chairman and CEO, Xerox

Remember that when an organization adjusts to the exter-
nal pressures of change, the skills, knowledge, and job roles 
within the organization must change as well. Carry with you 
the expectation that your job role requirements could change at 
any time. As the HR Policy Association states, “Career paths 
are constantly shifting as new technologies, new industries and 
new work processes replace older ones at an increasingly rapid 
pace. In fact, because of the pace of today’s economies, compa-
nies often change more quickly than many of their employees can 
adapt to that change.”15

If you’ve become a dynamic learner, you’re well prepared. If 
you’re interested in performing at a high level, climbing the leader-
ship ladder, or simply keeping your job, you need to get used to the 
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idea that you must be able to lead by how you learn. The new rela-
tionship between learning and leading may be the single biggest 
development in the fi eld of leadership in our time. In the new nor-
mal, an organization’s competitive advantage is tied directly to its 
ability to learn. You have to learn at or above the speed of change 
and then model it for others. The very process of learning feeds 
your personal engagement and increases your productive contri-
bution. You become more valuable to the organization because of 
your ability to infl uence others to become dynamic learners.

“I am always doing that which I cannot do, in order 
that I may learn how to do it.”

Picasso

Highly engaged employees cultivate the disposition and behav-
ior of a dynamic learner. They consistently apply the third driver 
of high engagement—learning. How about you? Whether you 
need to make some minor adjustments or radical changes to your 
personal learning patterns, do it. You’ll experience the exhilara-
tion of learning. The passion will come back—that passion for 
mud puddles and butterfl ies.

Tips for Leaders

The most important thing you can do to help others increase 
their engagement through learning is to model dynamic learning 
yourself. You have to lead by how you learn. This will create a 
climate that encourages those you lead to do the same.

The relationship between learning and leading is something 
you can’t pull apart. You can’t lead effectively if you’re not 
learning yourself. And you can’t lead effectively if you’re not 
helping others learn. John F. Kennedy said, “Leadership and 
learning are indispensable to each other.”
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Leading through learning implies a level of humility and 
curiosity that is foreign to a traditional model of leadership 
in which the leader is the expert. It asks leaders to develop 
confi dence in the very act of not knowing. It challenges lead-
ers to learn each time reality steps ahead of them. It puts the 
burden of learning at or above the speed of change squarely on 
your shoulders as a leader. You can’t fake it or delegate it. Ask 
yourself the questions in Table 4.6, which will determine your 
readiness to lead by how you learn.

TABLE 4.6 How Do You Model Learning? (Continued)

Leading by How I Learn

1. To 
a Very 
Small
Extent

2. To a 
Small
Extent

3. To a 
Moderate

Extent

4. To a 
Great
Extent

5. To 
a Very 
Great
Extent

How prepared are you for the 
transition from the “leader as 
expert” paradigm to one that 
emphasizes the “leader as learner”?

O O O O O

To what extent is your personal 
credibility based on your personal 
learning agility as opposed to old 
knowledge and skills?

O O O O O

How much do you lean on the 
machinery of your organization 
to govern your personal learning 
path? To what degree are you on 
educational welfare?

O O O O O

How effective are you at calling 
forth the discretionary efforts and 
creative potential of other people 
through the infl uence of your 
learning habits, curiosity, and 
enthusiasm in the face of problems 
that don’t yet have answers?

O O O O O

How effective are you at engaging 
and mobilizing people based 
on your infl uence skills without 
hiding behind the artifacts of title, 
position, and authority in order to 
press people into service?

O O O O O

(Continued)
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Leading by How I Learn

1. To 
a Very 
Small
Extent

2. To a 
Small
Extent

3. To a 
Moderate

Extent

4. To a 
Great
Extent

5. To 
a Very 
Great
Extent

To what degree are you 
psychologically prepared to show 
your vulnerability to incompetence 
as your skills become outdated 
because you have the ability to 
learn and adapt?

O O O O O

If competence is a matter of 
individual learning agility, to what 
degree are you preparing for the 
new environment?

O O O O O

To what degree do you believe that 
learning is where advantage comes 
from, that it represents the highest 
form of enterprise risk management, 
and that the biggest risk a fi rm can 
take is to cease to learn?

O O O O O

You have already done the 10-question self-assessment for 
determining the degree to which you are a dynamic learner. 
Take a look at the associated bulleted suggestions under each 
question to guide your efforts in supporting those you lead.

 1. To what degree do I identify my own learning needs before 
the organization does it for me?

 Encourage independent learning paths as you set 
expectations for personal development

 2. To what degree do I have a personal learning plan that is 
independent from the organization?

 Resist prescribing a learning path. Open the door for 
learning and growth opportunities outside the formal 
options in your organization.

 3. To what degree do I enthusiastically see and embrace 
feedback?

 Demonstrate a disposition to seek and receive candid 
feedback.

 Facilitate peer coaching and review opportunities.

TABLE 4.6 (Continued)
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 4. How collaborative am I in my approach to learning?
 Give employees the option to share their learning plans 
with each other and make provisions for collaborative 
learning time.

 5. How self-directed am I in my learning habits?
 Acknowledge and reward successes where employees 
have demonstrated independent learning in the process.

 6. How often am I relearning?
 Encourage and put in place quick reference options 
whenever employees are asked to change their perfor-
mance pattern in a given area.

 7. How comfortable am I with failure?
 At the project level, set boundaries for acceptable and 
unacceptable failure.

 8. To what degree do I use failure as an opportunity to 
learn?

 Establish a “lessons learned” option for each project 
for gathering meaningful insights to improve future 
efforts.

 9. How confi dent am I in saying, “I don’t know”?
 Facilitate collaboration as a means for your team mem-
bers to safely address “not knowing.”

10. To what degree do I believe that it is a career risk to stop 
learning?

 Recognize and reward dynamic learning patterns as 
they emerge.
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5

Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits!

“Growth and comfort do not coexist.”
Virginia Rometty, CEO, IBM

Jan-Jan Lam left her native Taipei, Taiwan, to begin graduate 
study at the University of South Carolina. When she boarded the 

plane, she said good-bye to family, friends, a familiar culture, and 
a predictable and happy life. When she stepped off the plane, she 
faced the prospect of strangers, a foreign language, limited fi nan-
cial resources, and culture shock. The move pushed Jan-Jan sud-
denly and dramatically out of her comfort zone. Why did she do 
it? In Jan-Jan’s case, she wanted to improve her family’s quality of 
life. Day by day, she diligently applied herself. Eventually, the days 
turned into years. Then one day she donned a cap and gown and 
was handed a diploma. It was graduation day, and she had done it.

Jan-Jan found a good job in the healthcare industry. It offered 
stability and a chance to move up. But as it turned out, her family 
decided to follow her and immigrate to the United States. Sud-
denly, she had to support more than herself. With zero experi-
ence in the industry, Jan-Jan quit her job and opened a restaurant. 
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She thought it would be the best way to provide jobs for her family 
members. “I can fi gure it out,” she would say to herself. Together, 
she and her family members learned, sacrifi ced, and made it work. 
If that weren’t enough, Jan-Jan took on the added challenge of 
running a struggling software company that another family mem-
ber had started. In both endeavors, she succeeded.

Through her stretching experiences, Jan-Jan improved her skills 
and increased her capability. After leading these two successful 
ventures, she decided to seek a new challenge. What she really 
wanted was to lead people in an organization that had a compel-
ling mission, something that would stir her passion. She found 
what she was looking for in one of the largest media and enter-
tainment conglomerates in the world. But she had to start at the 
bottom just to get in the door. She landed a job managing a restau-
rant at one of the company’s amusement parks. It was a big step 
down in income but, in her mind, a step up in opportunity.

Jan-Jan applied the same resolve and determination. She 
stretched herself to learn a whole new industry. Before long, 
she was managing one of the largest food service operations in the 
company. But this wasn’t where she wanted to be. She knew she 
could do more. When a posting for a six-month project oppor-
tunity in the education and training department appeared, she 
jumped at it, believing the temporary assignment could open the 
door to more opportunity. During the project, she realized the orga-
nization needed someone with measurement expertise. She boldly 
walked into her manager’s offi ce and proposed that the company 
create a new position to fi ll the void. The company agreed, and 
when the leaders realized Jan-Jan had a degree in statistics, they 
appointed her to fi ll the new post.

Jan-Jan continued this pattern of stretching and moved to even 
higher levels of responsibility. Today, she leads one of the world’s 
most innovative learning and development organizations, an orga-
nization that designs and develops training solutions for more 
than 80,000 employees. She recently accepted a new assignment 
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to plan and lead the implementation of all training required to 
bring onboard new employees for a multibillion-dollar operation 
in Shanghai, China, the city where her parents were born.

Jan-Jan’s success in professional life is directly traceable to her 
core disposition to leave her comfort zone, pass through her dis-
comfort zone, and push to the outer limits of her capability. This 
process is known as stretching (Figure 5.1), and it’s a basic driver 
of high engagement.

Stretching is the process of getting out of your comfort zone, passing 
through your discomfort zone, and pushing to your outer limits.

Step 1:
Leave Your

Comfort Zone

Step 2: 
Pass Through Your

Discomfort Zone

Step 3:
Go to Your

Outer Limits

Our study of highly engaged people like Jan-Jan reveals a 
consistent pattern: highly engaged people show a willingness to 
stretch. And there are attending benefi ts. Stretching increases your 
capacity, raises your performance level, creates opportunity, and, 
of course, elevates engagement.

In our research, we found a direct correlation between stretch-
ing and engagement. Stretching means putting forth effort. Those 
who put forth effort in their professional lives are more engaged. 
Likewise, those who put forth enormous effort are likely to be 
enormously engaged.

If you’re willing to stretch, you can apply the other drivers. If you’re 
not, you’re stuck. Here’s the problem: another person can’t get you 

FIGURE 5.1 The Stretching Process
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126 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

unstuck. You have to do it yourself. Engagement is like that. It’s one 
of those things in life you have to do mostly for yourself.

Stretch to Increase Your Capacity
Stretching leads to increased capacity. In fact, you can’t build 
capacity inside your comfort zone any more than a baby bird can 
learn to fl y inside the nest. You have to give yourself permission to 
leave the nest. Think about what that means. If you’re willing to 
stretch, your capacity is unlimited.

Take sports, for instance. You can’t stay in your comfort 
zone and achieve a pattern of winning. You have to go to your 
outer limits. According to Phil Gallagher, director of the Applied 
Physiology Laboratory at the University of Kansas, elite com-
petitive cyclists develop stronger hearts that can push more 
blood per heartbeat and oxygenate the blood more effi ciently 
than recreational cyclists’ hearts do. In addition, Gallagher has 
measured the energy output of cyclists using a power meter that 
gives cyclist productivity in watts. His research shows that elite 
cyclists can double their physical capacity to generate physi-
cal energy through extreme training. Elite cyclists can generate 
450 watts of average power as they bike compared to about 
200 watts for normal cyclists.1

Yet the benefi ts of stretching aren’t limited to athletics. Depend-
ing on the nature of your stretching activity, you can expand your 
mental, emotional, social, and physical capacities. Your capacity 
won’t increase on its own. You have to stretch on purpose. We’re 
talking about stretching by design.

In all aspects of professional life, stretching is the only way 
to increase capacity. It’s a chance to raise your agility, increase 
your intelligence, strengthen your interpersonal skills, enlarge your 
physical endurance, broaden your understanding, and hone your 
judgment.
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“The only way of fi nding the limits of the possible is by 
going beyond them into the impossible.”

Arthur C. Clark, science fi ction writer

What’s fascinating is that there’s no alternative to stretching. 
You can’t perform above your capacity simply because you want 
to. You have to stretch fi rst.

Stretch to Increase Your Performance
We’re not going to lie. Stretching creates discomfort, especially 
in the short term. But it gets better. It becomes exhilarating 
in the long term. It’s an interesting sort of bittersweet, agony-
and-ecstasy combination. We suspect you’ve experienced both 
the discomfort and the exhilaration of stretching in your own 
life.

Did you know that Thomas Edison held 1,093 U.S. patents? 
Edison was a person who lived his entire professional life in a 
stretching mode. Do you think he was highly engaged? It’s a silly 
question, isn’t it? The man seemed to be totally engaged all of 
the time. Aside from being a prolifi c inventor, he’s a fantastic case 
study of a person who built capacity in himself and others through 
his willingness to stretch.

At one point in his life, he was struggling to invent the light-
bulb and had failed to do it after more than 9,000 experiments. 
A young reporter caught up with him and asked him if he felt like 
a failure. Edison replied, “Young man, why would I feel like a 
failure? And why would I ever give up? I now know defi nitively 
over 9,000 ways that an electric light bulb will not work. Success 
is almost in my grasp.” Just a little while later, and after more than 
10,000 attempts, Edison invented the lightbulb.

If you’re stretching, you’re going to fail along the way. As 
Denzel Washington said in his commencement speech at the 
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128 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

University of Pennsylvania, “If you don’t fail, you are not even 
trying.” But that’s okay. Even if you do fail, the process of stretch-
ing rewards you with increased capacity.

But there’s another benefi t of stretching: When you stretch, it 
helps other people stretch. Effort and motivation are contagious, 
so your stretching creates lift for those around you. In his time, 
Edison set up the world’s fi rst large-scale research and develop-
ment center in West Orange, New Jersey. At the time, it was the 
largest scientifi c testing laboratory in the world. How many other 
people were led to stretch because Edison fi rst stretched?

Today Laura Cinat leads major transformational change at 
Kraft Foods, and she relishes the challenge. Every initiative pre-
sents a stretch assignment. Yet she admits that often her profes-
sional stretching doesn’t compare to the stretching she does as a 
mother of two daughters who constantly push her to her outer 
limits.

She recently taught herself to sew so that she could make the 
costumes for her seven-year-old daughter’s school play. In addi-
tion to all the stretching she does as a mother, Laura also cares 
for ailing parents and a sister who is disabled from an automobile 
accident. If that isn’t enough, she manages the estate of another 
sister, who prior to her untimely death was director of the UC 
Irvine Regional Burn Center. When you meet Laura, you immedi-
ately sense a woman of enormous capacity. It makes you wonder 
where her capacity came from. So we had to ask. That’s where it 
gets even more interesting.

After completing her MBA at the University of Michigan, Laura 
voluntarily left her comfort zone and applied for a position with 
the university’s MBA Enterprise Corps. She was given a 15-month 
assignment in Kiev, Ukraine. With no previous language experi-
ence, Laura spent her fi rst three months in Ukraine learning the 
language and immersing herself in the culture. She spent eight 
hours a day studying at the local business center and opted to stay 
with a family that didn’t speak English. Most of the time, as she 

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits! 129

recounts, she didn’t know what was being said. It was a diffi cult 
environment, to say the least. Her living conditions were humble. 
She had no privacy. Hot water was a luxury, and she had no idea 
what was in the food. This constant lack of predictability proved 
to be an instructive part of her stretch experience. In her words, 
“These things proved to be the most invigorating part of the whole 
experience.”

After she had learned the language and the culture, the excite-
ment began to fade for Laura. She had stretched herself to her outer 
limits and now began to feel stale and underutilized. So she decided 
to take another stretch assignment. She volunteered to travel 
throughout the country speaking and motivating women to start 
and grow their own businesses. The Iron Curtain had only recently 
fallen. People were excited and yet fi lled with anxiety. At the time, 
she was a 29-year-old woman from Canada trying to infl uence peo-
ple who didn’t always trust her. But she persevered and eventually 
earned the trust of women throughout the country. On her thirti-
eth birthday, her Ukrainian colleagues presented her with a special 
jewelry box as a symbol of the trust and friendship she had gained 
with people a continent away. After Kiev, Laura spent another year 
and a half in Ukraine working on other challenging projects. Her 
experiences taught her defi ning lessons that she uses today in her 
efforts to lead major initiatives at Kraft Foods.

Out of high school, I (Tim Clark) took a scholarship to play Division 
I college football. As a new freshman football player, I was lifting 
weights one day and I asked our strength coach how many repetitions 
I should do on the bench press. With a puzzled look, he replied, “What 
do you mean, how many reps? Go until you hit muscle failure.” He 
was saying lift the weight as many times as you can until your muscles 
literally collapse. Now that’s not always the right advice, but in this 
case it was. He wanted me to make a step-change improvement in my 
strength, and so I needed to stretch as far as I could. I needed to go to 
my outer limits—the place where new capacity is built.
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130 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Stretch to Increase Your Opportunities
Stretching creates opportunity. It helps you create your own luck. 
It’s a disposition that delivers value. It helps prepare you for the 
unknown and steels you against discouragement. It cultivates a 
tenacity you can’t get in any other way.

In 1992, 15-year-old Newton Peter Gborway fl ed his home in 
Liberia into the night jungle, hoping to reach the Sierra Leone bor-
der. In one of Africa’s bloodiest civil wars, rebel soldiers were con-
scripting boys his age and killing those who refused to enlist and 
join their cause. On one occasion, while in a refugee camp, Peter 
stepped away from a group of boys to search for something to eat. 
During his brief absence, rebels entered the camp and executed his 
friends. At one point, he hitched a ride, but there was no room to 
sit in the car, so he mounted himself on the top of a luggage rack. 
For 97 miles Peter struggled to hang on as the car bounded over 
dusty roads and swerved around corners at high speeds. His dar-
ing fl ight pushed him to his outer limits.

Peter’s efforts to contact his family ended with reports that his 
family had been killed and their home burned. Peter carried on 
and over the next 10 years made his way from Sierra Leone to 
Guinea, and then to Dakar, Senegal, on to Cape Verde, and fi nally 
to Botswana, where he faced being jailed or sent back to Liberia. 
His only escape was to enroll in school, which he did with the help 
of friends.

Peter was without home, family, or country, but he refused to 
give up. Every step of the way, he worked to stay alive and make 
something of himself. With the fear, loneliness, and doubt that 
plagued his life, there simply was no comfort zone. It was a con-
stant state of stretch. He persevered against staggering odds and 
miraculously obtained a visa to pursue his education in the United 
States. He continued to overcome challenges and eventually com-
pleted a master’s degree in social work. For 19 years Peter never 
lost hope of fi nding his family. He recently returned to Liberia and 
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was miraculously reunited with his mother, three sisters, and two 
brothers, all of whom had been falsely reported to be dead.

Peter is the fi rst to admit that he could never have accomplished 
what he did without the help of others. Along the way, people 
opened doors of opportunity for Peter. Why? Not only did they 
want to help, but they saw in him a willingness to stretch, which 
made them more willing to help. People and organizations tend to 
behave that way. They value those who demonstrate a disposition 
and pattern of stretching. If people believe their efforts to help will 
be appreciated and acted on, they’re more likely to lend a hand.

As the realities of the twenty-fi rst century challenge organi-
zations, those organizations will increasingly reward those who 
demonstrate a willingness to stretch. Those who steadfastly resist 
stretching, those who hole themselves up in their comfort zones, 
will fi nd themselves passed over. Just ask yourself, whom would 
you invest in? Someone who stretches or someone who slacks?

“It takes courage to push yourself to places that you 
have never been before . . . to test your limits . . . to break 
through barriers. And the day came when the risk it 
took to remain tight inside the bud was more painful 
than the risk it took to blossom.”

Anaïs Nin

Stretch to Increase Engagement
There’s a point during the stretching process when you start to get 
it. You begin the transition from discomfort to exhilaration. Some-
times the exhilaration you feel is so intense that you enter a con-
dition called fl ow. Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi coined 
this term from his research on high-performing people. You know 
you’re in a fl ow state when you feel consumed in an activity. “You 
often have an incredible sense of concentration, involvement, high 
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132 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

performance, and control. Some report experiencing a state of 
focused energy or a transcendent state of wellbeing, and an altered 
sense of time.”2

Csikszentmihalyi interviewed an elite cyclist who described 
what it was like to be in a fl ow state during the grueling last 
seven-kilometer climb of the 1,500-mile Tour de France. He said, 
“I was totally absorbed, 110 percent; that was all that mattered 
in the whole existence. It just amazed me how I could maintain 
such high concentration for three hours. I’m used to having my 
mind wander, especially under pressure. Afterward, I couldn’t 
come down, I was on a high. I felt like I wanted to go ride up 
that hill again.”3

Almost anyone can experience the exhilaration of fl ow. It fuels 
engagement and as a result makes life more satisfying. It motivates 
you to stretch again. At some point, you fi nd yourself in a state of 
perpetual growth because stretching has become enjoyable, even 
natural, and a part of everyday life. Each new stretch builds on the 
last, and you begin to feel what it’s like to have a sustained level of 
high engagement.

Stretch to Survive and Thrive
If you’re still not convinced that stretching is for you, consider the 
risk of not stretching in the twenty-fi rst century. In a time when 
change is ever-present, those who fail to stretch, those who turn 
away from challenging growth opportunities, are putting their 
personal competitive advantage at risk. No matter how gifted or 
talented you may be, if you remain idle in your comfort zone, 
your capacity atrophies. Intelligence alone won’t be enough. 
As Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck has observed, “There is no 
relation between students’ abilities or intelligence and the devel-
opment of mastery-oriented qualities. Some of the very brightest 
students avoid challenges, dislike effort, and wilt in the face of 
diffi culty. And some of the less bright students are real go-getters, 

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits! 133

thriving on challenge, persisting intensely when things get diffi cult 
and accomplishing more than you expected.”4

When it comes to capacity building and its associated impact 
on engagement, you either grow or regress. Stretching is the dif-
ference between a vibrant or stagnant life, between an energetic 
or listless attitude, between soaring or diminishing engagement 
levels, between exemplary or lackluster job performance. In The 
Sun Also Rises, Ernest Hemingway’s character Mike Campbell, 
when asked how he went bankrupt, replies, “Gradually and then 
suddenly.” That is the most likely pattern for the disengaged who 
would rather lounge in their comfort zones.

“Only those who will risk going too far can possibly 
fi nd out how far one can go.”

T. S. Eliot

One day, business school graduate Garner Kronschnabel decided 
to abandon his comfort zone. He left his 10-year marketing posi-
tion at his father’s company, sold his home and car, and moved to 
Seattle, Washington. He knew most everyone in his hometown. He 
knew no one in Seattle. He left his lifelong friends and went to a 
place where he was a total stranger.

He had left a great job for no job. But Garner had two passions: 
fl ying and boating. He decided he wanted a profession that would 
satisfy these passions and determined that he would become a fl oat-
plane pilot, so he enrolled in a fl ight course and began looking for 
a job. He soon found a seasonal marketing position at a regional 
airline with a fl eet of fl oatplanes. Garner stretched to learn the busi-
ness. He traveled with the pilots when he had time off and did all he 
could to learn from them. When he fi nished his summer job, the com-
pany offered him a full-time job. We don’t yet know the rest of the 
story, but Garner continues to stretch himself in anticipation of one 
day piloting his very own fl oatplane. His disposition to stretch has 
allowed him to survive at fi rst. In the end, it will allow him to thrive.
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The Four Patterns of Stretching
When it comes to stretching, highly engaged people tend to 
demonstrate four consistent patterns of behavior.

Pattern 1: They Leave Their Comfort Zones
The highly engaged consistently leave their comfort zones. No 
one progresses in a perpetual state of comfort. In your comfort 
zone, things tend to be familiar, controlled, and predictable. You 
feel confi dent and satisfi ed in the knowledge and abilities you 
have. Although you may be working hard, nothing you do feels 
too diffi cult or overwhelming. The highly engaged, on the other 
hand, simply can’t abide staying in their comfort zones. It might 
be comfortable, but it gets boring. As one 92-year-old lifelong 
stretcher told us, “If heaven is a place of peace and rest, then 
send me to hell.” Serious stretchers don’t wait for anyone or 
anything to push them out of their comfort zones. They do it on 
their own.

“In life, we face diffi culties and hardships because life 
is about striving. The people who are going to succeed 
are those who are able to push that extra mile, despite 
knowing that every sinew is at its limits.”

Jasper Tong, author

Pattern 2: They Are Willing to Endure Discomfort
The highly engaged are willing to endure sustained discomfort. 
Here’s what the discomfort zone and your outer limits can offer:

• Delayed gratifi cation
• Exhaustion
• Insecurity
• Failure
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• Discouragement
• Frustration
• Stress

Why would anyone choose to leave his or her comfort zone only 
to be lavished with these kinds of rewards? Answer: they under-
stand these results are temporary and yet required for personal 
growth. They also understand that, generally speaking, the greater 
the discomfort, the greater the reward.

“The pain you feel today will be the strength you feel 
tomorrow.”

Robert Moore, bodybuilder

Pattern 3: They Learn from Experience
The highly engaged learn from the entire experience. Obviously 
you can’t pitch your tent in the outer limits campground. Yes, 
that’s where you build new capacity, but you can also burn your-
self out. You have to replenish energy and renew yourself. Highly 
engaged people learn to balance stretching with renewal. Figura-
tively speaking, disengaged people simply want to stay home and 
watch TV. The difference is that for people who don’t want to 
stretch, much of life becomes a pain-avoidance strategy. In the end, 
you get what you want. Highly engaged people make things hap-
pen. Disengaged people often watch what engaged people do from 
their living rooms.

Basketball legend Michael Jordan put it this way: “I’ve missed 
more than 9,000 shots in my career. I’ve lost almost 300 games. 
Twenty-six times I’ve been trusted to take the game-winning shot 
and missed. I’ve failed over and over and over again in my life. 
And that is why I succeed.” Perhaps it’s possible to close your 
eyes and grit your teeth as you make your way through your 
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discomfort zone. The tragedy would be to do nothing but com-
plain about it and not learn anything.

“It is impossible to live without failing at something, 
unless you live so cautiously that you might as well not 
have lived at all—in which case, you fail by default.˝

J. K. Rowling, author of the Harry Potter series

Pattern 4: They Get Comfortable Stretching
The highly engaged get comfortable stretching. In sports, we don’t 
stop training. It’s how we keep our current level of performance 
and then move to the next. We have to stretch again and again 
in order to consolidate our gains. Keeping what we earn is never 
free. It requires ongoing time and effort. For instance, Steve Nash 
is the highest career percentage free throw shooter in the National 
Basketball Association at 90 percent. How many free throws a 
day do you think he takes to maintain that level of performance? 
When you get a chance, check out a YouTube video of his shooting 
workouts. It will blow you away to see how hard the guy works 
every day to maintain his skill level.

“One’s mind, once stretched by a new idea, never regains 
its original dimensions.”

Oliver Wendell Holmes

Failing Forward
If you stretch, you’re bound to succeed. You’re also bound to fail. In 
fact, you’re going to fail more than you succeed. Your life, as Teddy 
Roosevelt said, is going to be “checkered with failure.” But that’s 
better than not trying at all. Stretching provides the fringe benefi ts 
of failure. Even when you don’t succeed, you actually do. You take 
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what you learn with you. It’s not the failure itself that’s so valuable, 
it’s the by-product—the residual lessons and experience that you 
gain in the process. Inevitably, what you see in people who succeed 
more than most is that they try more than most, which also means 
that they have more failures. But they’re not afraid of that.

Edmund Phelps, a Nobel Prize winner in economics, once made 
the statement, “In any organization of the economy, the partici-
pants will score unequally in how far they manage to go in their 
personal growth.”5 The reason is simply that some people are will-
ing to leave their comfort zones and others are not.

Your comfort zone is a place of familiarity. It’s what you know. 
It’s where you have confi dence, competence, and comfort. But with 
time, your comfort zone has less and less to offer except idle con-
tentment. It offers you less challenge, less stimulation, and therefore, 
less personal growth. You may fi nd yourself content in your comfort 
zone, but chances are that you’re less engaged. It’s in our comfort 
zones that we get lazy and apathetic. We don’t feel good about our-
selves because we know we can do better and be better. Outside 
our comfort zone, we grow even if we don’t succeed. A dramatic 
example of this is what we call the “Mount Everest principle.”

More than 4,000 people have attempted to climb to the top of 
Mount Everest, the largest peak in the world at 29,029 feet. Only 
460 have made it. That’s less than a 12 percent success rate. But 
for the other 88 percent who don’t summit, is it really a failure? 
They come away from the experience with newfound confi dence, 
determination, and understanding. These are the fringe benefi ts 
of failure. These are the rewards you take with you. The Mount 
Everest principle teaches us that when we stretch, our chance of 
failing is higher than our chance of succeeding. Over the long 
run, trying and failing become the cornerstones of personal devel-
opment. The key is to summon the courage to get out there. As 
business professor Robert Sutton likes to say, “Failure sucks, but 
instructs”—that is, if we can learn from it.
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138 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

To ensure that our stretching isn’t wasted effort, that we fail 
forward, there are a few things to keep in mind:

1. Give yourself room to fail. If there’s absolutely no margin 
for error, you will try to avoid trying in the fi rst place. Set up 
conditions that give you some permission to learn and make 
mistakes along the way.

2. Give yourself limits to fail. You also need to know what kind 
of failure you and the organization can manage and tolerate. 
Set limits so that when you fail, it’s predictable and bounded 
failure. This makes it safer and takes a lot of fear and uncer-
tainty out of the process.

3. Review your performance. Ask yourself what went well and 
not so well. Take the time to refl ect deeply on the experience. 
Talk about it with the people involved. The more candid and 
probing the discussion, the faster you learn and the better 
your performance the next time.

“Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. 
Fail better.”

Samuel Beckett, poet, playwright

The Stretching Process
When you learn the process of stretching, you appreciate it more. 
And you appreciate people who exhibit a pattern of stretching in 
their lives. Stretching can be taught—we’re trying to do that in this 
chapter—and yet it really has to be caught. You have to discover 
it by doing it. You may understand it in theory, but you’re still a 
stranger until you go for it. Your fi rst stretch might actually be 
learning how to stretch. Here are some suggestions to help you do 
it well.

• Interview someone you know who exemplifi es a pattern of 
stretching. Consider asking them the following questions. 
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Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits! 139

Listen for insights that will assist you as you continue your 
own stretching journey.
o Tell me about a time when you stretched yourself beyond 

your normal capacity. What were the short- and long-term 
results of the experience?

o Did you feel negative emotions during your stretching 
experience? Did you feel pain, frustration, or discourage-
ment? When and why did you feel these emotions?

o Did you feel positive emotions during your stretching 
experience? Did you feel a sense of satisfaction, progress, 
or growth? When and why did you feel these emotions?

o What happened to your capacity as a result of your stretch-
ing experience? Did it stay the same? Did it grow? How 
could you tell?

• Think back on your life and identify a time when you really 
stretched yourself. Ask yourself the same questions. What 
can you learn about your stretching experience that might be 
helpful as you move forward?

• Consider each of the engagement drivers you’ve studied prior 
to this chapter and think through how the process of stretch-
ing could help you increase your capacity to implement those 
drivers in your life. Write down your answers to the follow-
ing questions:
o In what ways might the other fi ve drivers require me to 

stretch and go to my outer limits?
o What would the benefi ts be if I increased my capacity in 

certain areas (you choose which ones)?
• Conduct some personal research to increase your understand-

ing of the following:
o The realities of stretching
o The benefi ts of stretching
o The lessons of stretching

• Discuss what you learned from this chapter with someone 
else. This discussion will be especially helpful if that person is 
also studying this chapter.
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140 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Step 1: Leave Your Comfort Zone
If it’s not clear by now, your comfort zone can be your danger 
zone. Staying there for any length of time is hazardous to your per-
sonal and professional health. You risk losing your competitive-
ness and your sense of self-worth. You probably know this from 
personal experience. Yet it takes a strong personal commitment to 
consistently pursue personal growth through stretching. So how 
do you do it?

Set Specifi c Goals
First, fi nd your gaps and opportunities. Consider where you need 
to make improvements in your skills, knowledge, experience, and 
performance. Remember to look both ways. Look forward and 
identify areas where you want to build increased capacity based 
on your motivation and the organization’s needs. But also look 

The Stretching Process

Step 1: Leave Your Comfort Zone
• Set specifi c goals
• Prioritize your goals
• Develop a plan
• Anticipate obstacles

Step 2: Pass Through Your Discomfort Zone
• Create momentum
• Recharge
• Enlist support
• Apply effective effort

Step 3: Go to Your Outer Limits
• Track progress
• Celebrate successes
• Recover from failure
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Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits! 141

backward. Look for areas where you have demonstrated a pattern 
of weakness, where you’re underdeveloped, where you fall short, 
lack confi dence, or simply need to get better. Determine what it 
will take to improve in each area you want to improve. And don’t 
forget to be specifi c and clear. A fuzzy stretch goal won’t help 
you in the long run. For example, a fuzzy goal would be, “I want 
to become a better communicator.” A more specifi c goal would be, 
“I want to become a better public speaker.”

Prioritize Your Goals
You’ll most likely fi nd it helpful to keep a list of potential stretch 
goals based on the gaps and opportunities you’ve identifi ed. As 
you add to your list, prioritize your goals each time. Don’t take 
on everything at once. In fact, we normally recommend pursuing 
only two development goals at a time. To create a breakthrough 
in performance, you need to put a disproportionate amount of 
attention behind something. Having too many goals is like having 
no goals at all. It’s the focus and concentration of resources that 
makes the difference.

To help you prioritize, think about each of your goals along two 
separate dimensions. First, think about the personal rewards that 
will come if you accomplish the goal. Second, consider the profes-
sional rewards that might come as well. Now think about the com-
bined impact of achieving the goal with both dimensions in mind.

Figure 5.2 shows the relationship between personal and pro-
fessional rewards, with three examples given on the graph. It’s a 
helpful way of comparing your goals. Based on where you plot 
your goals, it often makes sense to start with the goal that is the 
highest on both dimensions because it’s important and motivating 
at the same time. In this example, option A provides high per-
sonal rewards but low professional impact. Option B is just the 
opposite. Option C has high values on both dimensions. All things 
being equal, option C is the best choice. So put option C at the top 
of your list, at least for now.

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



142 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Develop a Plan
Goals without plans are mere wishes. If you don’t have an 
action plan by the time you step into your discomfort zone, you’ll 
most likely falter and then scurry right back to your comfort 
zone. An action plan can help you look beyond the challenges 
of the moment, knowing that there’s a plan to see you through 
it all. You will also want to predict your discomfort barriers 
and defi ne breakthrough strategies to help you survive the dif-
fi cult times.

A solid plan will include a completion date for your goal. It 
also needs a simple schedule with milestones. A milestone is an 
accomplishment that marks progress along the way. For example, 
if you set a stretch goal to become a more effective public speaker, 
you would want to identify points of accomplishment you could 
work toward. Milestones might include making a presentation to 
your work team, becoming a member of a local public speakers 
group, completing a public speaking course, speaking at a regional 
conference, and, fi nally, speaking at a national conference. Each of 
these could be a milestone to achieve as you work to realize your 
ultimate stretch goal.

FIGURE 5.2 Comparing Personal and Professional Rewards
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Anticipate Obstacles
Suppose options B and C in Figure 5.2 have a number of obstacles 
that would be very challenging to overcome, but option A has 
fewer and smaller obstacles. Consider going after option A fi rst so 
you can get a quick win and build some momentum. But we’re not 
quite done with our analysis.

Guidelines such as these can help you strike a balance between the 
rewards and the degree of diffi culty. But there’s no formula to give 
you the right answer of what goal to pursue. Sometimes, it makes 
sense to pick a harder goal because it’s more important. Remember, 
you need stretch goals that challenge you, push you, and test you. If 
you intend to experience the full benefi ts of stretching, don’t be afraid 
to take on a goal that’s hard to reach. That’s why it’s called stretching.

Sometimes stretching is thrust upon us and we have no choice. 
But remember, we’re talking about stretching by design. When you 
do, try not to leave your comfort zone unprepared. That’s what 
scares people and convinces them that’s it’s better to stay safe in 
the comfort zone. For example, one barrier to the goal of becom-
ing a better public speaker might be the sheer terror of standing 
in front of people. Or you may worry that you’re going to start 
shaking or coughing, or simply freeze up. You may be worried that 
you don’t have anything meaningful to say. There are a hundred 
different potential obstacles, but which ones bother you the most?

You’ve heard it said that starting is the hardest part. That’s often 
true. One of the fi rst obstacles you’ll face is the dear old friend that we 
call inertia. Inertia is the gravity we feel that keeps us in our comfort 
zone. It’s that tendency to remain in a state of rest and inactivity.

The Inertia Monster

In January, you can walk into any health club and greet the same 
scene: An hour wait for a spin bike. Aerobics classes spilling into the 
halls. Smiles, sweat, and heavy breathing. From gym to gym, it’s the 
same story. There’s high energy and shared motivation.
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144 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Two weeks later, the scene has changed: rows of idle elliptical 
machines, racks of stoic weights. And listen. What do you hear? The 
decibel reading has plummeted from 85 to 42. Give it one more 
month, and the annual burst followed by the desolate aftermath will 
be complete. A lot of things change over time, but the basic pattern 
of human behavior remains the same.

In most cases, a goal—in this case a New Year’s resolution—is an 
act of violence against the status quo. It pits you against yourself. Self 
1 wants to experience the exhilaration and rewards of pushing to your 
outer limits. Self 2 is fi rmly ensconced in the routines, stability, and 
equilibrium of life. Self 1 wants to disturb. Self 2 wants to preserve.

Self 1 feels the excitement, promise, and anticipation of a new 
year. There is an air of expectancy. Self 2 is resistant and content. 
But in the fi rst days of the new year, Self 1 overpowers Self 2 with a 
sense of urgency and renewed hope.

Most New Year’s resolutions are goals to achieve meaningful behav-
ioral change. For example, exercise more, eat less, get out of debt, 
stop smoking, demonstrate more patience, become a better leader, 
and the like. These things are more than tweaks or tinkering at the 
margins.

Effecting behavioral change is astonishingly diffi cult. It pegs out at 
a 10 on a 10-point scale. If you have doubts, consider the avalanche 
of confi rming data. Success is a deviant case. Studies show achieve-
ment rates for New Year’s resolutions in the 10 percent to 20 percent 
range, so there’s a high chance you will wake up one day before 
January has expired and realize that your resolutions have passed into 
history in the form of noble intent.

The pattern is one of early failure. We tend to fl ame out quickly 
because we rely on the shelf life of emotion. Emotion is a great cata-
lyst for change, but it’s more like a booster rocket. It gets you off the 
launching pad, but it won’t sustain the journey.

Most people go slack after just a few days. The inertia monster 
stages a coup and rehoists the fl ag of the status quo, quashing the 
effort. We slump into intractable and rebellious complacency. We 
accept defeat quickly, run a soothing script in our minds, and resume 
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Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits! 145

Our advice is to expect the obstacles. Fully anticipate them. 
And count on some you didn’t anticipate. There’s a 100 percent 
chance you’ll face some obstacles you didn’t think of. If you try to 
identify them and prepare for them in advance, you’ll have more 
confi dence to meet them. Heavyweight boxer Mike Tyson once 
said, “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.” 
Fully expect to take some shots. One of the fi rst things we can do 
is eliminate the need to be surprised when obstacles appear. For 

normal patterns of behavior. And for all of this we have several per-
fectly logical explanations at the ready. Furthermore, it doesn’t help 
that our mainstream culture is in a mad rush for on-demand thrills, 
sensations, and instant gratifi cation. A long, hard slog to change 
behavior can be an exquisitely diffi cult journey.

Success is not the absence of failure. It’s the rejection of a life of 
ease, which also happens to guarantee some failure. It’s a willingness 
to travel to your outer limits. Go at it again, but this time put up some 
scaffolding for support. We often use what we call the “Eight Here-to-
There Questions” to help leaders and organizations prepare for goal 
achievement.

1. Do I know what the goal is?
2. Do I know how to achieve the goal?
3. Do I have the resources to achieve the goal?
4. Do I have the skills to achieve the goal?
5. Can I measure the goal?
6. Am I accountable for the goal?
7. When will I achieve the goal?
8. How will I replenish energy along the way?

If you have good answers to all eight questions, you have a solid 
chance of sustaining your efforts far beyond the shelf life of emotion. 
Remember, the uncelebrated little things lead to the celebrated big 
things. Finally, listen to Self 1. Tell Self 2 to hit the gym.
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146 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

each potential obstacle, consider how you’ll respond if and when it 
arrives. If one of your obstacles is a fear of speaking to people you 
don’t know, fi nd an opportunity to speak to people you do know. 
That will get you started.

“One does not discover new lands without fi rst consent-
ing to lose sight of the shore for a very long time.”

André Gide, winner of Nobel Prize in literature

Step 2: Pass Through Your Discomfort Zone
How do you know when you’re stretching? It begins with the fi rst 
signs of discomfort. The discomfort zone is not your fi nal desti-
nation. Nor is it a rest stop. It’s a place to pass through. You’ll 
know you’re a seasoned stretcher when you fi nd yourself passing 
through your discomfort zone on a regular basis and you relish the 
challenges that lie ahead. Meanwhile, here are some suggestions to 
help you move through this step.

Create Momentum
The more discomfort you feel, the closer you are to your outer 
limits. Get there as soon as possible. How? Maintain momen-
tum with small wins. It’s vital that you anticipate and celebrate 
success at intervals. Small wins increase your confi dence. They 
help you maintain your forward momentum as you push your 
way through the discomfort zone. Ultimately, small wins pro-
vide a power that will sustain the effort required to get to your 
outer limits.

Recharge
Sometimes it helps to step away from the battle for a time to 
decompress and gather the strength you need to begin moving for-
ward again. Even fi sh know this concept. There are certain rivers 
in the world that teem with upward-swimming salmon at spawn-
ing time. In the heart of Perthshire, Scotland, there wends such 
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a river. At the base of the Falls of Dochart, there’s a deep pool 
where salmon, before moving upstream, instinctively rest before 
engaging in the strenuous effort of leaping their way up through 
the rushing waters of the falls. Dochart Falls presents a signifi cant 
obstacle that could prove fatal without a well-timed rest.

Pausing to gather strength, or waiting for conditions to be right, 
is common practice for salmon. Radio tracking studies confi rm 
this. At some point, the salmon rest in their journey to gather 
strength and then move on. They settle down and remain in a 
semidormant state, wisely conserving energy so they can navigate 
forward through the many obstacles that lie ahead. As you move 
forward in your stretching journey, you’re well advised to do the 
same, with this caution: never pause because things are diffi cult; 
pause only when you need to gather energy. Finally, pause only 
long enough to gather the energy you need. Otherwise, the mon-
ster of inertia could persuade you to end your journey right there.

“Whether you think you can or can’t, you’re probably 
right.”

Henry Ford, inventor of the assembly 
line for automobile manufacturing

Enlist Support
Share your stretch goals with family, friends, and trusted col-
leagues, and invite them to help you celebrate your wins along 
the way. Whenever possible, seek counsel from those who may 
have already stretched in your area of opportunity, or who may 
be stretching in similar areas. Whatever you do, don’t let anyone 
deprive you of the full benefi ts of stretching. Well-meaning people 
may attempt to help you accomplish your stretch goal by mini-
mizing the discomfort that naturally accompanies the stretching 
process. Out of jealousy or resentment, others will try to persuade 
you to stop.
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148 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Apply Effective Effort
Effective effort is the consistent, focused, and smart application of 
effort over time.6 Your outer limits represent a place that you’ve 
never been before, at least not in this particular area. It’s a great 
place to be. It’s adventurous new territory. It’s where good things 
happen.

“Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s 
a heaven for?”

Robert Browning, poet

We once had an individual we took through an executive coach-
ing process. He worked in a manufacturing company and was 
perceived as a high-potential employee. He asked us to help him 
identify what he needed to do to become an executive in the 
company. We interviewed many people in the organization who 
worked with him and knew him well. We asked them several ques-
tions, one of which was this: “What does this person have to do to 
become an executive?”

The feedback was unanimous. Every person we talked to felt 
this individual had tremendous technical skill. He also dem-
onstrated impressive social skills and was willing to jump in 
and help with any project or responsibility. And he was willing 
to work late hours to get the work done. But there was one 
glaring weakness that also came to the surface. This individual 
didn’t understand the business. And he didn’t act interested 
in understanding the business. He stuck with what he knew 
from his past experience and wasn’t adjusting well to broader 
responsibility.

When we gave him the feedback, he didn’t resent it. Instead, he 
immediately set a goal to learn the business from stem to stern. He 
put in place a detailed plan. He left his comfort zone that day and 
began the stretching process. His plan included the equivalent of 
achieving a “mini MBA” in his company. With all of his day-to-day 
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Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits! 149

responsibilities, he came in early and stayed late to achieve his goal. 
He studied. He observed. He asked questions. He pushed his think-
ing. He made demands of himself that he hadn’t made in the past. 
The organization didn’t grant him special dispensation from his day 
job. He had to do it all.

How did it feel? He often felt vulnerable. He had to admit that 
he didn’t understand some things—that he didn’t have nearly as 
many answers as he thought he did. But over time, he got com-
fortable in the place of not knowing. He even gained confi dence 
enough to ask his subordinates questions that he previously 
would not have asked. In the process, he became a more engag-
ing, genuine, and humble individual. The stretching process not 
only increased his knowledge of the business, it also changed his 
approach to leadership. He started leading with questions rather 
than answers, and to his astonishment, he became a more effec-
tive leader. Why? Because he was making his people stretch in the 
process of his own stretching. Can you guess the result? He was 
promoted to an executive leadership position.

Step 3: Go to Your Outer Limits
Your destination is your outer limits. And we don’t mean a brief 
visit or overnight stay. You have to spend some good time there. 
You don’t have to live there, but you need enough time to take 
your performance to a new level. This is where the magic hap-
pens. Otherwise, the rubber band theory applies: you can stretch 
beyond your current capacity, but if you fail to build new capacity, 
you will spring back to where you started. In statistics, they call 
it reverting to the mean. Capacity is increased as you go to your 
outer limits and stay a while. Here are a few suggestions to help 
you through this fi nal step.

Track Progress
As you sustain your stretch, it’s important to measure your perfor-
mance. If you’re measuring sales revenue, that’s easy. But if you’re 
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150 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

trying to measure your effectiveness in public speaking, that’s hard. 
Even if you have to rely on qualitative data, use what you can.

Celebrate Successes
Acknowledge meaningful progress. But make sure that what you 
are celebrating is truly meaningful. Sometimes people manufacture 
celebrations in the hope that it will create motivation. We disagree. 
If it’s not real, it has no real impact. But when you do hit a mile-
stone or overcome a signifi cant barrier, mark the occasion.

Recover from Failure
Some people call it bounce-backability, and it’s one of the most 
important attributes that you can develop. You will have setbacks. 
There’s no question about that. In fact, the bigger your goals, the 
more often you will fail. So you have an early choice: set common 
goals and succeed more often, or set uncommon goals and suc-
ceed less often. In any event, there will be failure unless you hiber-
nate in your comfort zone. The real key to your success will be in 
your recovery, your response to setbacks. The way you respond 
when you fail is the greatest single predictor of long-term 
success. Success is not about your rate of success. It’s about 
trying, failing some of the time, and succeeding some of the time. 
And hopefully, your rate of success increases as you learn to try 
more effectively.

“Success is how you bounce when you hit the bottom.”
General George S. Patton

Both success and failure are temporary. Just replace the word 
failure with the word learning, and you get the point. Don’t be 
afraid of learning, and don’t be afraid of what people think. When 
it comes to stretching and failing forward, those who do it well 
are people who have developed a healthy ability to discount what 
detractors and naysayers might be saying. They’re not rude or 
intolerant, but they have to be able to at least think, “Thank you 
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for your advice, but your opinion doesn’t count on this issue.” 
This discounting ability is often critical to maintain the drive and 
motivation to persevere in the face of adversity.

Your Résumé of Failure

In my executive coaching practice, I (Tim Clark) do something unusual. 
Before I meet with the executive for the fi rst time, I ask him or her to 
prepare a written résumé for me to review. When we get together in 
person, we review it, and then I ask the question, “Do you also have a 
résumé of failure?”

The response is usually a blank stare.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, your résumé is nice, but I need to know the history of your 

success. Much of that history is traceable to failure. So if you’ve never 
written your own résumé of failure (not a single executive has), I’d like 
to invite you to take that opportunity.”

At this point, the executive gets nervous.
“Don’t worry,” I say. “I can promise you that it will be one of the 

most powerful exercises in self-examination that you’ve ever done. It’s 
something to look forward to.”

At this point, some of the executives look at me as if I’m crazy.
“Here’s how it works. First, I want you to list and describe the top 

10 most spectacular failures of your life—personal and professional. 
(I’ve learned that trying to separate personal and professional life is a 
waste of time. You need the whole picture.) I don’t want 3. I want 10, 
because I want you to search diligently through your personal history. 
Often our failures become the most formative and defi ning experi-
ences of our lives. I want to know what makes you you, and this is one 
of the most important ways to learn that.

“Second, I want you to explain what happened and why. Don’t 
write a dissertation. A quick description will do. Give me some con-
text. Help me understand a little background on each failure.

“Third, and this is the last step, tell me what you learned from 
and felt about each failure. I really want to know. No happy talk. No 
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political spin. Don’t pull any punches. I want to know the truth. We 
all have failures. Some of our failures are excruciatingly painful. They 
are crucibles.

“Here’s my fi nal point: Failure is not a tragedy. Not learning from 
failure is a tragedy. Quitting is a tragedy. You obviously haven’t quit, 
so that is a tragedy we don’t have to deal with. That leaves us with 
learning from failure. We have to escape the tragedy of not learning 
from it. I’m not suggesting you haven’t learned from your failures. 
What I am suggesting, however, is that we often haven’t learned all 
we could have. Often, we fi nd that we haven’t plumbed the depths of 
the failure experiences we’ve had. We didn’t wring out every lesson. 
That’s what I’m asking you to do now. I want you to write your résumé 
of failure, and I want you to be proud of it. You may resent me now 
for giving you this assignment, but I promise you’ll thank me later.”

Here’s what happens: most of the executives I’ve worked with trea-
sure their résumés of failure. When they complete the assignment, 
they step back in amazement. It’s priceless to them. One of the more 
confi dent leaders I’ve worked with shows people his résumé of failure 
(I’m not necessarily suggesting that, by the way), and he will tell you 
very matter-of-factly that he’s had some successes in life as well as 
some glorious failures. And then he goes on to point out the valuable 
lessons he’s learned from his failures.

Now it’s your turn. Use Table 5.1 to write your own résumé of fail-
ure. It’s a simple exercise, and yet it’s not simple at all. Not surpris-
ingly, it’s a stretch assignment. If you take it seriously, you’ll be glad 
you did.

TABLE 5.1 Your Résumé of Failure

Name:

Step 1. List the 10 most spectacular failures of your life, both personal and 
professional.

 1.

 2.

 3.
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TABLE 5.1 Continued

Name:

 4.

 5.

 6.

 7.

 8.

 9.

10.

Step 2. Explain each failure. What happened and why?

 1.

 2.

 3.

 4.

 5.

 6.

 7.

 8.

 9.

10

Step 3. What did you learn from each failure? How did you feel?

 1.

 2.

 3.

 4.

 5.

 6.

 7.

 8.

 9.

10.
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Sometimes in our personal and professional life, we have to hit 
the breaking point without breaking. We have to fi gure out a way 
to carry on. Most of the time, we discover that we have more 
capacity than we thought, but we simply needed a stretching expe-
rience to know that. At other times, we simply fail. It’s not a bad 
thing to have some spectacular failures on your résumé.

When we fail forward, we become more honest with ourselves. 
We square up to our strengths and weaknesses. We even share 
them unabashedly with others because in the course of facing and 
overcoming challenges, we become more real, more genuine, and 
less motivated to impress people by showcasing only our successes. 
The best recovery from failure is the full and complete acknowl-
edgment of it and the motivation to keep trying. It’s incredibly 
refreshing to be around people who can do this.

“People think of us as a product of our successes. I’d 
actually argue that we’re a product of the challenges we 
faced in life. And how we handled those challenges prob-
ably had more to do with what we accomplish in life.”

John Chambers, CEO of Cisco Systems

Conclusion
We invite you to stretch, and in so doing, part ways with the pat-
terns of the disengaged. Disengaged employees like to sit around 
and wait for the institutional machinery of the organization to 
carry them along. They end up doing a lot of waiting. Many dis-
engaged people like it that way. They like their comfort zones. We 
all do to some extent, but in our hypercompetitive world, it’s an 
unwise place to be.

Remaining in your comfort zone does harm to your motivation 
and puts you at risk professionally. Too much time in your comfort 
zone erodes capacity, limits performance, and decreases opportunity. 
Not least, it fl atlines your engagement. No one achieves anything 
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worthwhile without stretching. And you will never earn the right 
to make a contribution of any consequence if you’re unwilling to 
stretch. Stretching unlocks your potential. It frees you from the tyr-
anny of circumstance and the philosophy of victimhood.

If you’re willing to stretch, professional life will be more adven-
turous, more successful, and more fun.

“The passion for stretching yourself and sticking to it, 
even (or especially) when it’s not going well, is the hall-
mark of the growth mindset.”

Carol Dweck, Stanford psychologist

Tips for Leaders

By defi nition, it’s a leader’s job to build capacity in people by 
stretching them. Here are several tips you can use as a leader to 
help your people stretch more successfully:

 Help your employees select professional development 
goals that allow them to stretch. Meet with them one-
on-one to help set and review goals. Help them narrow 
the scope and focus on one or two goals at a time in order 
to make signifi cant progress. Help them set the goals 
appropriately—not too high to demoralize, not too low to 
trivialize. Help them put plans in place to accomplish their 
stretch goals.

 Give stretch assignments to your employees. Match orga-
nizational priorities with the abilities and potential of 
your people. Be supportive but not directive, allowing the 
employee to create a plan to fulfi ll the assignment. Help 
your employees interpret and manage risk.

 Monitor your employees’ progress throughout the year 
and make sure they’re stretching. Invite them to engage in 
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frank coaching sessions to discuss progress. Offer help and 
guidance along the way.

 Help your employees anticipate, face, and overcome obstacles. 
These are the golden moments of infl uence when a leader can 
make a big difference in the life of an employee. Show empathy 
and yet teach and model resolve and persistence toward the goal.

 Celebrate your employees’ successes. Show your people 
that their success is a measure of your success. Rejoice in 
their accomplishments.

 Model stretching by setting and sharing your own stretch 
goals. Become a living case study of a person who exempli-
fi es the three-step stretching process.

 Set the parameters for failure. Ensure that everyone under-
stands the tolerable limits of failure. Openly discuss the 
importance of failure and the margin for error that is 
acceptable. When someone fails forward, celebrate and 
communicate what was learned in the process.

 Use Table 5.2 to determine where your team members are in 
their readiness to begin the stretching process. Conduct an 
assessment of each direct report. This will be your baseline 
as you begin to work with your people. We suggest that you 
fi ll out the assessment for each individual and then have the 
individuals themselves do the same assessment. Have a dia-
logue and share your results with each other. This will pro-
vide a natural segue to the process of setting stretch goals.

TABLE 5.2 Assessment of Readiness to Begin the Stretching Process

Stretching
Questions

1. To 
a very 
small
extent

2. To a 
small
extent

3. To a 
moderate

extent

4. To a 
great
extent

5. To 
a very 
great
extent

1. I volunteer 
for stretch 
assignments
when they are 
available.

O O O O O

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Stretch: Go to Your Outer Limits! 157

TABLE 5.2 Continued

Stretching
Questions

1. To 
a very 
small
extent

2. To a 
small
extent

3. To a 
moderate

extent

4. To a 
great
extent

5. To 
a very 
great
extent

2. I demonstrate 
a consistent 
pattern of 
stretching.

O O O O O

3. I set stretch 
goals that are 
neither too high 
nor too low.

O O O O O

4. I consistently 
identify areas 
of professional 
development
that are 
important to the 
success of the 
organization.

O O O O O

5. I create detailed 
plans to 
accomplish my 
stretch goals.

O O O O O

6. I manage the 
stress and risk 
of leaving my 
comfort zone 
and going to my 
outer limits.

O O O O O

7. I ask for help 
when I’m 
outside my 
comfort zone 
and I’m not 
performing well.

O O O O O

8. I demonstrate a 
pattern of failing 
forward: I learn 
from failure and 
keep trying.

O O O O O
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TABLE 5.2 Continued

Stretching
Questions

1. To 
a very 
small
extent

2. To a 
small
extent

3. To a 
moderate

extent

4. To a 
great
extent

5. To 
a very 
great
extent

9. I track my 
progress and 
celebrate small 
successes when 
I’m working 
toward a stretch 
goal.

O O O O O

10. I have clear 
priorities to 
increase my 
capacity in one 
or more areas of 
my professional 
life.

O O O O O
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6

Achieve: Jump into the Cycle!

“The value of achievement lies in the achieving.”
Albert Einstein

What Is It About Achieving?
On May 26, 1953, two climbers that you’ve never heard of 
attempted to get to the summit of Mount Everest. They got within 
300 feet (91 m) of the top and then had to turn back when their 
oxygen systems failed.

Three days later, Edmund Percival Hillary, a 33-year-old New 
Zealand mountaineer and explorer, and Sherpa mountaineer 
Tenzing Norgay made the same attempt and achieved their goal. 
They became the fi rst climbers to reach the summit of the tallest 
point on earth. It practically took an army to support the two 
climbers who would ultimately stand on top of the world. It took 
no fewer than 400 people and 10,000 pounds of baggage and sup-
plies to build a base camp. It also took two months to complete 
the feat. On the day that Hillary and Tenzing climbed to the top 
of Everest, snow and wind held them up at the South Col for two 
days. The morning of the ascent, Hillary discovered that his boots 
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had frozen solid outside the tent. He spent two hours warming 
them before he and Tenzing set out with 30-pound (14-kg) packs 
to make the attempt.

The crucial stretch of the ascent was a 40-foot (12-m) rock face 
that later became known as the “Hillary Step.” Hillary found a 
way to wedge his way up a crack in the face between the rock 
wall and the ice, and Tenzing followed. They reached Mount 
Everest’s 29,029-foot (8,848-m) summit, the highest point on 
earth, at 11:30 a.m. As Hillary put it, “A few more whacks of 
the ice axe in the fi rm snow, and we stood on top.” They stayed 
a mere 15 minutes at the summit before starting the arduous 
journey down. News of the successful expedition reached Britain 
on the day of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. Hillary was 
subsequently knighted by the new queen, and Tenzing received 
the British Empire Medal.

“People do not decide to become extraordinary. They 
decide to accomplish extraordinary things. It is not the 
mountain we conquer but ourselves.”

Sir Edmund Percival Hillary, fi rst man 
to summit Mount Everest

Here are the essential facts of the expedition.

Height of Mount Everest: 29,029 feet

Success rate of climbers: 1 in 10

The average time a climber spends on top of the world: 
60 minutes

The average time a climber spends climbing Mount Everest: 
2 months

The average time a climber spends preparing, planning, and 
training to climb Mount Everest: 12 months
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Mountain climbing may not be your thing. But we all have moun-
tains to climb. Yours may be fi nishing a project on schedule and 
under budget, designing a new product, improving an important 
process, or bringing a new team together. Regardless of the pursuit, 
achieving is very much the same. It’s the process of focusing and 
sustaining your efforts to accomplish something meaningful.

Achieving is the process of focusing and sustaining your efforts to 
accomplish something meaningful.

Everest is a big, bold example of achieving, and it’s very instructive. 
But let’s be realistic. Most of us will never attempt Everest. We’re not 
daring mountaineers. We’ll never get close to the Himalayas. It will 
forever be something we read about. Yet the principle of achieving is 
exactly the same regardless of the mountains we climb.

We talked about the Mount Everest principle in the last chapter. 
When climbers approach the top, they enter the “death zone” 
where the wind blows 180 miles per hour and visibility is negli-
gible. Of course, most achievements don’t feature a death zone, 
but they do involve a journey with obstacles and setbacks. Moun-
tain climbing helps us understand the process. The summit is the 
crowning achievement of the journey, but it’s not just the summit 
that motivates us to climb. There are small victories along the way 
that provide momentum and a sense of forward progress. When 
the journey becomes a long, hard slog, think about what keeps you 
going. Often, it’s the satisfaction of the progress you’ve made. In 
the end, achieving is a transformative process. A conversion takes 
place along the journey. When we come out on the other side, 
we’re forever changed.
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When my (Tim Clark) daughter was six years old, she started 
taking piano lessons. She’s not the fi rst to do that. The other kids 
have also taken piano lessons, and so I was excited to hear yet 
another child play “Camptown Races” 2,000 times. Gradually, my 
daughter learned the notes and could pluck out the melody with 
her right hand.

One day she came home from her piano lesson very unhappy. She 
informed my wife and me that her teacher would be holding a piano 
recital and that she would not be participating.

“Why not?” I asked.
“I’m not doing it, and no one can make me,” she declared.
“But why?” I persisted.
“Because my fi ngers don’t work, Dad,” she said.
My wife and I smiled, nodded, and said we were very sorry to hear 

that. She would eventually come around, we thought. The weeks 
passed, and our daughter did learn the song but maintained her 
stance that she would not be participating in the recital. We played 
along up to the very day of the performance. She protested, but put 
her dress on and went with us. She said she was going to watch 
rather than play.

The moment fi nally came. The piano teacher announced my 
daughter’s name. Nervously, she stood up and made her way to the 
stage. She perched herself on the edge of the bench with legs dan-
gling six inches from the ground. From the other side of the concert 
hall, you wouldn’t actually know that someone was sitting in front of 
the ebony, nine-foot concert grand piano.

She began plunking. Thirty seconds later she was done. She 
jumped down from the bench, made an awkward curtsy, and ran back 
to her chair. Before I could congratulate her, she pulled on my arm 
and whispered quietly, “Dad, Dad.”

“Yes,” I said.
“Dad, I want to do that again.”
It may not have been the summit of Everest, but the little girl that 

went to that recital was not the same little girl that came home. That 
white-knuckle experience changed her. So it is with achievement.
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Why Achieve?
Peter Drucker, a leading management guru, had an experience as 
a young man in Hamburg, Germany, that taught him a profound 
lesson in achieving. He went to hear the opera Falstaff, written 
by the nineteenth-century composer Giuseppe Verdi, which has 
since become one of the most popular operas. The performance 
left Drucker spellbound. He was so taken by the experience that 
he decided he needed to know more about the composer. What he 
found surprised him even more.

He learned that Verdi was 80 years of age when he wrote 
Falstaff. How could this be? And why would Verdi, who in his 
own lifetime was considered one of the greatest composers of 
the century, go to the effort of writing one more opera? It didn’t 
seem to make sense. Why wouldn’t he just bask in the glow of his 
fame and live out his remaining days in luxury and leisure? Then 
came the answer: “All my life as a musician,” wrote Verdi, “I have 
striven for perfection. It has always eluded me. I surely had an 
obligation to make one more try.”1

What is it that motivates people to achieve? Why do some peo-
ple continue striving and producing while others seem to coast or 
check out? When human beings achieve, for many obvious rea-
sons, they become more engaged. The achievement cycle is self-
renewing. Unlike a battery that needs to be replaced or recharged 
after use, achieving contains its own regenerative powers. Of 
course we don’t always achieve when we set out to achieve. We 
have our failures, and those failures can be useful. At the same 
time, we can’t fail all of the time or we would never try anything. 
We must reach the summit sometimes.

“I can charge a person’s battery, and then recharge it, and 
recharge it again. But it is only when one has a generator 
of one’s own that we can talk about motivation. One 
then needs no outside stimulation. One wants to do it.”

Frederick Herzberg
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In fact, the achieving driver is linked in important ways to 
the other fi ve drivers. The fi rst and most obvious connection is 
between achieving and stretching. The two drivers are close 
cousins. Achieving means that you complete the entire cycle and 
accomplish the goal. If we stretch and don’t achieve, we eventually 
stop stretching. Over time, stretching without achievement leads 
to burnout, disillusionment, and lower confi dence.

Plus, you can’t contribute much if you’re not achieving at some 
level. Achieving removes barriers to shaping, provides meaning 
and purpose to learning, and sustains connecting. We could go 
on with other connections among the six drivers. The bottom line 
is that those who fail to maintain a pattern of achievement tend 
to put less effort into the other drivers. They become reluctant to 
shape. Their connections grow stale. Learning stagnates, and they 
lose the will to stretch.

We’ve made the claim that achieving brings its own rewards. 
What rewards? Let’s be specifi c. First, let’s start with the intrinsic 
rewards, the compensation that comes from the inside. When you 
achieve, you can have every expectation that you’ll gain four spe-
cifi c internal rewards, or what we call the “four compensations.” 
Achievement does the following:

1. Replenishes energy. We become recharged and renewed as we 
exert ourselves in the service of a worthy goal.

2. Boosts confidence. The actions we take lead to success, which 
reinforces our behavior, placing us in a virtuous achievement 
cycle. We have more belief that we can do it the next time.

3. Increases capacity. We take our knowledge and skill to 
another level every time we achieve something (as Tim’s 
daughter did).

4. Deepens fulfillment. We feel better about ourselves for 
putting forth effort and exercising the discipline to follow 
through when we had every opportunity to quit.
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“Our business in life is not to get ahead of others, but 
to get ahead of ourselves—to break our own records, 
to outstrip our yesterday by our today, to do our work 
with more force than ever before.”

Stewart B. Johnson

From the inside out, these rewards keep us going mentally, emo-
tionally, and physically. You can see why achieving is a driver of 
engagement. But there’s another set of rewards that come from the 
outside, based on your relationship with the organization and its 
people. When you achieve something meaningful, especially when 
it benefi ts the organization, the organization normally sits up and 
takes notice. It often responds to that achievement and says, “Hey, 
look what this person did! We need to do something about that.” 
In responding to the achievements of their members, organizations 
normally provide three forms of compensation:

1. Recognition. Organizations give public praise, approval, and 
commendation to people as a consequence of that achieve-
ment. They may acknowledge them in front of their peers to 
express appreciation. Recognition is usually something that 
we value. It makes us feel more valued and appreciated.

2. Rewards. Organizations give economic and noneconomic 
rewards to people as a consequence of achievement. It’s an-
other way for the organization to say, “We value what you 
have done, and we want to reciprocate.” It could be anything 
from a raise to giving you the pick of the next project you’re 
going to work on. Rewards can be big or small. In most cases, 
we appreciate them, and they help us feel more engaged.

3. Responsibility. When the organization learns that you have 
achieved something meaningful, especially if you have dem-
onstrated a pattern of achieving great results, its leaders 
might say, “You know this person demonstrates a pattern 
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of achievement; let’s give this person more responsibility.” 
Increased responsibility often translates into more authority, 
infl uence, and control over resources and increased leader-
ship participation, whether formal or informal.

“Without continual growth and progress, such words 
as improvement, achievement, and success have no 
meaning.”

Benjamin Franklin

Because achieving is so demanding, most people need a mix-
ture of internal and external rewards to make it worth the effort 
and sacrifi ce. We acknowledge both as important, but what about 
those times when the external rewards simply aren’t there? What if 
the economy has dipped into a downturn? What if your company 
is losing money or being acquired? What if you’ve had four bosses 
in the last year? What if the company suddenly discontinues your 
product line and sends you back to a job you had fi ve years ago? 
We can think of a thousand different scenarios in which the exter-
nal rewards simply dry up or go away. What then?

The simple and right answer is that you go without. Sure enough, 
that’s exactly what highly engaged employees do. They realize that 
sometimes the organization is going to have resources, and it’s 
going to recognize and reward them. But other times, it won’t, or 
it can’t. Highly engaged employees know this. They stay mentally 
and emotionally prepared to press forward without those forms 
of compensation. The alternative is to play it safe and opt out of 
achievement due to the risk. As the great hockey player Wayne 
Gretsky once said, “You miss 100 percent of the shots you don’t 
take.” Whereas the highly engaged employee has a very different 
approach. She jumps right in. She does it for the organization, and 
she does it for herself. It’s her career, her development, and her life. 
If you suppress your motivation to achieve, you ultimately hurt 
yourself. You stagnate, and your skills start to slip.
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In a classic study conducted by Frederick Herzberg in the late 
1960s, he asked essentially the same question Peter Drucker 
posed about Verdi: “Why did he write the opera?” In other 
words, what motivates people to go the extra mile, to give a little 
more, to go above and beyond? The number one factor was the 
motivation to achieve. After that came other motivations, such 
as “recognition, the work itself, responsibility, advancement, and 
growth.”2

“Find courage to do something you are not ready to do.”
Marissa Mayer, vice president, Google

Becoming an Achiever
It’s not a neutral event when we don’t achieve. There are real conse-
quences. The most important consequence is that we live without the 
achievement and the compensation that would have come with it. 
What we forfeit is the opportunity cost of not achieving. When 
we contemplate jumping into the achievement cycle, we naturally 
think about the potential rewards. We ponder the costs, the risks, 
and the potential disappointments. We may not want to get up on 
that piano bench in front of the audience. Before you talk yourself 
out of anything, however, recognize that you can learn to become 
a better achiever. You don’t have to accept your past performance 
as a measure of your future performance. Here are some sugges-
tions for becoming a better achiever.

This Isn’t Therapy
Don’t wait for the organization to fi gure out your motivators. 
Some people believe it’s the responsibility of the organization to 
understand them well enough to know what makes them tick and 
then provide just the right incentives to motivate them properly. 
This Pavlovian notion is silly. Yes, it’s good for leaders to be empa-
thetic, but an organization can’t possibly develop the sensibilities 
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168 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

to understand the deep psychology of every individual. You’ll have 
to wait a millennium for that. Highly engaged people move for-
ward in the meantime.

You Can Have Too Many Belt Buckles
We have a cowboy friend who competes in rodeo events. When-
ever he wins an event, he brings home a huge cowboy belt buckle. 
We’re not quite sure why anyone would want to wear such a 
piece of hardware, but make no mistake, these are highly coveted 
items. Napoleon said, “A soldier will fi ght long and hard for a 
bit of colored ribbon.” Cowboys will fi ght even harder for one 
of these garish belt buckles. This raises some questions: What 
if there’s no belt buckle or ribbon? What if there’s no winner’s 
purse? Are people still as motivated? Where does the stronger 
motivation come from? What kind of rewards fuel motivation 
for the long term?

One study concluded, “Careful consideration of reward 
effects reported in 128 experiments lead to the conclusion that 
tangible rewards tend to have a substantially negative effect 
on intrinsic motivation.”3 Another study concluded, “Rewards 
can deliver a short-term boost—just as a jolt of caffeine can 
keep you cranking for a few more hours. But the effect wears 
off—and, worse, can reduce a person’s longer-term motivation 
to continue the project.”4 There is a large body of research that 
highlights the short shelf life of external motivation. In the past, 
we’ve often believed that rewards motivate, so we assumed that 
more rewards motivate more. Not true. There’s a steep curve 
of diminishing returns where people hit a saturation point and 
more rewards produce almost no return. Because we’re talking 
about sustainable engagement over the long term, external moti-
vators should be used in conjunction with intrinsic motivators. 
A few cowboy belt buckles might be a good thing. But at some 
point, you just put them in the drawer. You have enough belt 
buckles to last a lifetime.
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People Change
A person’s motivation can change over time. One woman we stud-
ied said she was highly motivated to seek recognition and respon-
sibility early in her career, but now she was more interested in the 
organization being responsive to her needs and preferences. Her 
motivation had changed based on her circumstances and stage of 
life. This could happen to you as well. As we move through differ-
ent stages of life, our needs and preferences change. So too do our 
motivations to achieve. Your motivation to achieve is not cast in 
concrete. It’s dynamic. Expect it to change.

Overachievement Can Be a Sickness
The motivation to achieve should not be confused with the high-
need-for-achievement pathology that is an unhealthy addiction in 
some people. For people affl icted with this malady, achievement 
doesn’t bring the normal rewards. Rather, it brings “relief in the 
accomplishment of tasks. Moving immediately to the next task 
on the list, they never savor accomplishments for long. This cre-
ates a vicious cycle marked by a feeling of little or no real sense of 
purpose and ‘fl atness’—in career and life.”5 This negative cycle is 
based on achieving for the wrong reasons, and it results in a seri-
ous imbalance.

In some cases, achievement can become a profoundly selfi sh 
activity, driven by ego or insecurity, in which people obsess on 
building a résumé of accomplishments as a sole means of showcas-
ing themselves. In this case as well, the motivation is off the mark. 
We don’t advocate anything like that. It only leads to cynicism and 
disengagement. We do believe that achievement is a moral obliga-
tion, that people have a responsibility to develop their potential 
and use their gifts to help and lift others. Idleness is dangerous, 
and the pursuit of pleasure can quickly become meaningless. At 
some point, our ability to contribute to others is based on the 
cultivation of our talents. Achievement brings greater depth and 
breadth to our offerings.
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Entitlement Is Dangerous
The chalkboard aphorism reads, “If you want what you have never 
had, you must do what you have never done.” One of the things 
that concerns us the most is the latest strain of entitlement that we 
see in society, in which people prefer leisure to performance and 
security to risk taking, “as if having enough money to satisfy one’s 
desires were a human right rather than something to be earned.”6

Entitlement is the beguilement of low expectations. It’s the treach-
ery of believing you can violate the principle of work to achieve 
something worthwhile. It is the irony of claiming unqualifi ed rights 
to things as the environment becomes more intensely competitive. 
These ideas are imitations of the real principle of achievement. 
They are inversions of truth.

Another common masquerade for genuine achievement is to rely 
on connections and credentials instead of competence, character, 
and real effort. If you’re less willing to sacrifi ce, you’re easily 
seduced with alternative routes to success. This kind of blinkered 
thinking eventually leads to ethical misconduct. It’s easier to 
grease a palm or enter an unholy alliance than to get out there and 
sweat your way to a goal. When the seed of entitlement grows, it 
begins to crowd out initiative and healthy ambition. You start to 
tell yourself that effort really isn’t the source of success. You go 
looking for substitutes.

Calvin Coolidge said it well: “Nothing in the world can take 
the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common 
than unsuccessful individuals with talent. Genius will not; unre-
warded genius is almost a proverb. Education will not; the world 
is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination alone 
are omnipotent.”

Don’t Confuse Achievement with Pleasure and Accumulation
Achieving is the process of accomplishing versus accumulating, 
completing versus competing, improving versus stagnating, devel-
oping versus atrophying. With rampant commercialism, many of 
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the marketing messages we hear are campaigns that promote 
indulgence and unbridled consumption instead of achievement. 
For example, in the popular teen movie High School Musical 2,
a song entitled “Fabulous” portrays a self-absorbed rich kid sing-
ing, “I want it all.” While the tune is catchy, the spurious mes-
sage focuses on having things versus accomplishing things. Seeking 
pleasure to escape the climb of achieving is fool’s gold. In the end 
it’s a cheap imitation.

At dinner one night with a new client in the pharmaceutical 
industry, the conversation turned to Millennials in the workforce. 
Our client had just come from a focus group with new hires in 
their fi rst jobs out of college. The feedback was alarming. The 
group of analytical hotshots told him they didn’t want to do the 
analytical work that they were hired to do. Instead, they wanted 
more high-profi le projects to work on, along with bigger salaries 
and bigger offi ces.

If we’re not careful, we may fall for the doctrine of deserving 
things like these new hires. We may want to chase status without 
earning it. The highly engaged monitor their motives to understand 
if they are achieving in order to learn, develop, stretch, or contrib-
ute, or if they are achieving in order to accumulate and consume. 
Then they take steps to inoculate themselves against the harmful 
messages of commercialism and materialism. Pleasure and accumu-
lation are not substitutes for solid and meaningful achievement. If 
we’re not careful, they can lead to unrestrained grandiosity.

As one example, see Table 6.1 for an example of what happens 
when highly capable people confuse accumulation with achievement.

Confi dence Is Drip-Fed
Why do people pass up an opportunity to achieve? There are lots 
of reasons, but one of the biggest is that they simply don’t believe 
they can do it. They lack confi dence. It’s certainly rational to avoid 
trying to do something you can’t do in order to conserve time and 
effort and avoid frustration and discouragement. The problem is 
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that we don’t really know if we can do things before we try. We 
have to catch ourselves when we start sounding like Eeyore saying, 
“End of the road . . . nothing to do . . . and no hope of things getting 
better. Sounds like Saturday night at my house.” A lack of confi dence 
leads to wrong thinking, inaction, and ultimately disengagement—
not the achieving path you are looking for.

The process of achievement consists of hundreds, even thousands, 
of success moments linked together in a strand of satisfaction. Yet 
for some, the fear of failure keeps them on the couch. The only 
way to gain confi dence is to gather the courage to take action. For 
instance, what’s the most harmful thing a depressed person can do? 
Answer: nothing. Both the action and the achievement to which it 
leads are spiritual necessities.

Confi dence is a drip-fed process. You can talk about it all 
you want, but you can’t actually get confi dence until you take 
the risk of venturing forth into the unknown. Norman Vincent 
Peale said, “Action is a great restorer and builder of confi dence. 
Inaction is not only the result, but the cause of fear. Perhaps the 
action you take will be successful; perhaps different actions or 
adjustments will have to follow. But any action is better than no 
action at all.”

“It is hard to fail, but it is worse never to have tried to 
succeed.”

Theodore Roosevelt

TABLE 6.1 Super Yacht Bragging Rights

Individual Year Yacht Length (Feet) Yacht Name

Paul Allen 2000 303 Tatoosh

Roman Abramovich 2000 370 Le Grand Bleu

Paul Allen 2003 414 Octopus

Larry Ellison 2004 454 Rising Sun

Roman Abramovich 2010 557 Eclipse

Source: “The Billionaire with the Biggest Yacht Wins,” Bloomberg Businessweek, August 
4–14, 2011, 85.
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Not Everybody’s a Winner
You’ve heard the feel-good affi rmation “Everybody’s a winner.” 
It feels good, but it requires nothing. In our culture we often start 
this therapy early. We have trophies for all the kids regardless of 
the win/loss record. That may be relatively benign, but what hap-
pens when this philosophy seeps into the cultural soil?

Albus Dumbledore, headmaster of Hogwarts, tells his star pupil, 
“It is our choices, Harry, that show what we truly are.” That’s a 
lesson we seem to be forgetting in American society. Rather than 
talk about choice and accountability, we want to talk about what 
we’re entitled to. We want to talk about social injustice, the concen-
tration of wealth, and corporate greed. It’s true that our political 
and business leaders have abdicated their leadership responsibili-
ties in many ways. But let’s not excuse ourselves.

Winning is part of achieving. If we’re not achieving, we’re not 
winning. Winning starts when we look in the mirror. Let’s be com-
pletely honest about our own behavior before we start fi xing blame 
on some contextual factor, such as our boss, the organization, the 
economy, our small cubicle, or our lack of resources.

“In an information age,” Joseph Nye Jr. writes, “communica-
tions become more important, and outcomes are shaped not merely 
by whose army wins but also by whose story wins.” I’m afraid 
we’ve been telling ourselves the “everybody’s a winner” story long 
enough that we’re starting to believe it. It’s a seductive piece of 
propaganda. It’s a fraudulent brochure of personal achievement. 
It’s a down payment on failure.

Think about what this crowd-pleasing doctrine does. It provides 
psychological relief for personal failure. It’s a way to self-medicate. 
We’re building an empire of superstition when we walk around 
repeating it. The truth is, a lot of people are not winning, so let’s 
not imply the moral equivalence of everyone’s behavior by repeat-
ing this slogan that negates choice and achievement. Human beings 
are consummately precious. They are winners in the sense that they 
have inherent worth. But achieving is a choice, and some people 
choose not to achieve.
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Learn to Achieve
Cabdrivers in London have to pass a diffi cult exam in order to 
obtain a driver’s license. It takes two to four years to become 
fully competent. They learn all the streets, attractions, fast 
routes, and even odd things like which houses have doorbells. 
They even remember the color of front doors. Studies have 
shown that as they achieve a level of profi ciency in their pro-
fession, their brains become larger in some areas than other 
people’s brains. And the longer they stay in the profession, the 
larger this specifi c part of their brain becomes.7 Achieving is 
something you learn. Once you learn it, you grow accustomed 
to it. Once you grow accustomed to it, you expect it. It’s no lon-
ger a surprise. When achieving becomes familiar, it can actually 
become a habit.8

“Life is change. Growth is optional. Choose wisely.”
Karen Kaiser Clark

The Achievement Cycle
The regenerative powers of achieving are real. The best evidence of 
this is that people who learn to achieve continue to achieve. They 
learn the process and the behavior that lead to achievement. It’s 
something anyone can learn. It’s a simple process to learn, though 
not a simple process to do. But if you have the road map, it helps 
you understand the journey. All of the steps in the journey repre-
sent an achievement cycle that reinforces itself (Figure 6.1). The 
person who achieves is motivated to do it again, to go on another 
journey and achieve something else.

Step 1: Find a Mountain
The fi rst step in the achievement cycle is to fi nd a mountain. In 
other words, have a goal. People don’t normally fall into achieve-
ment. They begin with a well-thought-out goal. 

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Achieve: Jump into the Cycle! 175

Having a Goal Creates Motivation
In 2011, after several years in the achievement cycle, Austrian 
mountaineer Gerlinde Kaltenbrunner became the fi rst woman in 
the world to successfully climb all 14 peaks over 8,000 meters 
without the use of supplemental oxygen. After climbing K2, the 
second tallest mountain in the world and one of the most dan-
gerous peaks, she said, “I visualized myself taking last few steps 
towards the peak.” Gerlinde failed multiple times to summit K2, 
but the power of the goal kept her on track. From her example 
we learn an important principle: the act of setting a goal creates 
motivation to achieve it. Once you fi nd a mountain, you set in 
motion cognitive, emotional, and physical processes. These pro-
cesses immediately start working in the service of the goal.

Take a moment to think about the different mountains you 
might want to climb. Ask yourself the following questions:

• What are some of your aspirations?
• What are some of your gaps?

1. Find a Mountain

2. Plan the Journey

3. Move Your Feet4. Adjust and Adapt

5. Summit

FIGURE 6.1 The Achievement Cycle
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176 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

• What are your biggest challenges?
• What are your biggest worries?
• What do you need to do differently?
• What’s holding you back from the next level of performance?
• What stories are you telling yourself to justify staying where 

you are? Do you buy the stories?

Ironically, sometimes in life we lose sight of our direction and we 
redouble our efforts. It doesn’t get us very far. You have to start 
with a mountain to climb.

Strike a Balance Between Audacious and Realistic
The goal can be big or small. Our advice on goal setting is to 
strike a proper balance. Your goal should make you stretch, but it 
shouldn’t be unachievable. There’s a lot of advice out there on goal 
setting, and we’ve come to the conclusion that one size doesn’t fi t 
all. Sometimes it makes sense to set a seemingly impossible goal 
because it forces you to think and behave differently. It challenges 
your assumptions and paradigms. At other times, that kind of 
audacity is nothing but discouraging. The amount of stretch you 
put into your goal should be based on resources, circumstances, 
and constraints.

As you fi nd a mountain to climb, ask yourself if your goal is really 
your goal or a decoy. Do you really want to climb this particular 
mountain, or do you just want to get yourself unstuck and move to a 
better place? Both approaches have merit. On balance, we still prefer 
the old-fashioned idea of setting a stretch goal and achieving it.

Don’t Fall for Gimmicks
If there’s one true principle the television program The Biggest Loser
teaches, it’s that we need to stop believing in the seven-day rapid 
fat loss promise and all the other specious claims in our society. If 
you’ve watched the program, it’s clear there’s no royal road to losing 
100 pounds. Eat less, exercise more. Period. Translation: if you fi nd 
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a big mountain and think you can climb it in a day, you’re probably 
mistaken. A mountain is a mountain. Respect the price of achieve-
ment. Any signifi cant goal has a price tag that refl ects its value. 
Don’t try to convince yourself you can get something for nothing.

What Keeps Your Boss up at Night?
If you want to set a goal that really adds value to the organization, 
ask yourself what keeps your boss up at night. This simple ques-
tion will give you a different perspective. It will infuse within you 
a sense of stewardship. If you can learn to set and achieve goals 
that allow your boss to sleep better, you will make yourself even 
more valuable.

“When you go into a day that’s unplanned, then you’re 
just faced with whatever hits you. If you have a plan, 
then you don’t let the unplanned things get in your way.”

David Besio

Step 2: Plan the Journey
Let’s go back to the Mount Everest example. You don’t just show 
up at the Everest North Base Camp in Tibet and start climbing. 
You’ll never make it. You have to chart your course. You have 
to plan the journey. Good execution is based on careful, detailed 
planning, complete with a schedule, milestones, and contingencies. 
It means fi guring out what to do and when, whether in sequence or 
in parallel. Perhaps it has an antique ring to it, but planning is the 
best way to manage risk and avoid failure. We once heard a mem-
ber of Gen Y say, “I’m better on accident.” It’s kind of a hip thing 
to say. It’s not a hip thing to do. Planning is a process that runs 
from general to specifi c. By the time you’re done choosing a path, 
your preparation will become your greatest source of confi dence.

In 1951, legendary science fi ction writer Arthur C. Clarke pub-
lished a short story titled “Superiority.” The narrative explains how 
a superior galactic force is soundly defeated by an inferior one. 
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In years past, the story was required reading at the U.S. Military 
Academy at West Point because of its insight. Clarke writes, “With 
stubborn conservatism and complete lack of imagination, the 
enemy continued to advance with his old-fashioned and ineffi cient 
but now vastly more numerous ships.”8 Why? Good old-fashioned 
planning and solid execution. An awesome goal on one side won’t 
beat an awesome plan on the other.

Sometimes we hastily assume that we have the wrong goal when 
the problem is a poor plan. Do you have the time, resources, and 
ability to achieve the goal? Do you know your margin for error in 
achieving the goal? What’s the chance that you might be “crippled 
by your own science,” as Clarke writes, because you think your 
aspiration alone will take you there?

Step 3: Move Your Feet
The third step in the achievement cycle is simply to move your feet. 
You’ve set up base camp, and you have a plan. It’s time to move. The 
key to moving your feet is to create small victories along the way. 
Each small victory will give you momentum, confi dence, and energy 
to keep going. If you can put a string of small victories together, they 
eventually add up to a big victory. The art of the small victory is the 
art of achieving.

During my fi rst week at Oxford University, I (Tim Clark) attended 
a meeting for all of the new graduate students. Here I was in the 
middle of this medieval town, wearing a black robe, swearing oaths 
in Latin. As far as I was concerned, I felt as if I were attending 
Hogwarts.

I’ll never forget what the professor said next. He told us to say 
hello to the person on our left and then to the person on our right. 
Then, after a long pause, he said, “You are all here to earn a doc-
torate degree from Oxford University. The truth is that only one out 
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A small victory allows you to reenergize and move through 
a series of mini achievement cycles. Once you fi nd a mountain 
and plan your journey, we recommend that you have three to 
fi ve small victory goals in your back pocket. That’s enough to 
get you started. It will help you keep moving your feet, and then 
you can come up with more as you move along. Here’s your 
task: defi ne at least three small victories in Table 6.2 that will 
help you accomplish one of your professional goals. Remember, 

of three of you will achieve this. The other two-thirds of you will 
fail or quit.” And then with great irony and a smile on his face, he 
said, “Welcome to Oxford.”

Needless to say, I sat there in stunned silence. I knew that I was 
no genius. Now I seriously wondered if I was in the right place. The 
doubts started to creep in. “You may as well pack your bags and go 
home,” I thought. “You can’t cut it here.”

Well, I stayed. I said to myself, “I’m just going to try.” What 
I learned in the process was to look for and achieve the small vic-
tory, and then go the next one. One day of study, one assignment, 
one test at a time. I knew that I wasn’t the smartest person in the 
room, so to speak, but I had this simple strategy to plod along, to 
move my feet and go from small victory to small victory.

When I achieved a small victory, it would energize me, and I’d 
make a little celebration. I might go to my favorite pub and get 
some fi sh and chips or take in a soccer game. It renewed my resolve 
and motivation to keep going. Every small victory boosted my confi -
dence to do it again, to keep going. These were little achievement 
cycles that were invisible to the outside world. Well, guess what? 
After a few years of hard work, and quite honestly some failures 
along the way, all of those small victories added up to a big victory.

I woke up one morning, put on a red and blue robe, walked into 
the famous Sheldonian Theatre, and bowed before the Chancellor, 
who conferred on me the doctor’s degree that I hadn’t been quite 
sure I could ever achieve.
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180 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

small victories deliver rewards in smaller doses. To guide you in 
the process, keep in mind that small victories have the following 
characteristics:

• Short-term. It’s something you can accomplish in a short 
period of time.

• Visible or measurable. It’s tangible evidence that you have 
done something that matters, that you have made progress 
and gained forward motion.

• Aligned with the bigger goal. There’s a clear connection to 
what’s important to the organization and to you personally 
and professionally.

“If man would move the world, he must fi rst move 
himself.”

Socrates

You have your mountain. You have your plan. Now it’s time 
to move. You’ve transitioned from the stage of preparation to 
the stage of action. It’s go time. Actually moving your feet and 
achieving the small victories one after another is more a matter 
of personal discipline than anything else. There’s nothing too 
fancy about it. It’s about will and determination, and it requires 
focus and the elimination of distractions. At this point, the way 
you manage and allocate your time becomes a critical success 
factor.

TABLE 6.2 Your Small Victory Goals

Small Victory 1

Small Victory 2

Small Victory 3

Small Victory 4

Small Victory 5
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Don’t Be a Time-Management Junk Dealer

I’ve (Tim Clark) learned that to really achieve, you can’t just be a 
visionary at 30,000 feet. You also have to be a great tactician on 
the ground. If you want the small victories, you have to be effec-
tive in executing your plan every day, and that comes down to time 
management.

I walked into an offi ce once that resembled a slot canyon. When 
I crossed the threshold, I had to turn sideways and sidestep my way 
through a narrow corridor between two walls of stuff in order to fi nd 
my way to a little foldout chair. I expected to see Redd Foxx, who 
played a junk dealer in the ’70s sitcom Sanford and Son.

The problem with junk dealers is that they don’t know how to 
assign value to what they have. It’s all treasure—in which case, it’s 
all junk. There’s no treasure in the world save for its relationship to 
nontreasure. But if you don’t know the difference, you’ll fi nd your-
self swimming in junk. Consider that a vintage 1932 L.C. Smith 
Corona model 4 typewriter is worth about $800. My Dell OptiPlex 
755 from 2007 is worth about 8 cents.

The same principle holds true for time management and the 
ability to achieve. There are time-management junk dealers. They 
trade their time for almost any unit of work or pleasure. Real col-
lectors, on the other hand, trade their time only for those of high 
value. When it comes to time management, ask yourself if you deal 
in junk or in real collectibles.

Great achievement is based on great time management. It’s a 
learned behavior and not a widely distributed behavior. Here’s what 
it looks like in part.

Prioritize Till It Hurts

Hold your breath. The greatest time management invention is—
that’s right, the list. You can use a yellow pad or a smartphone app. 
It doesn’t matter that much. Just make sure you document your 
priorities and manage them dynamically. Behaviorally, the best 
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182 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

time managers observe a daily ritual in which they add tasks and 
refresh their priority list every day without fail. They also do weekly 
planning, midrange planning, and long-term planning. The magic 
is not in the tool or the process, however. It’s in the execution. 
Someone said the defi nition of success is doing the task at hand 
well. What’s the task at hand? That’s the less obvious question and 
the day-in-and-day-out hard thing to do. It’s the grinding discipline 
of wringing out your priorities. Time is your scarce resource. Don’t 
trade it for junk.

Avoid Meaningless Units of Pleasure

When it comes to trading time for units of pleasure, it’s fascinating 
that almost all of the world-class time managers I know rarely, if 
at all, trade time for prime-time television, web surfi ng, or video 
gaming. Their media consumption habits are sparing. Junk deal-
ers browse the menu of offerings. Collectors know what they want 
before they shop. Go for quality, not kitsch.

Don’t Get Hijacked

Hijacking your time is the special talent of media and technology 
in the digital age. If you sat down at your desk this morning and 
got sucked into the vortex of a long, unplanned e-mail session, you 
know what I’m talking about. Remind yourself that you’re the one 
who trades your time. Don’t let devices or people allocate it for you. 
You’re the sovereign of your seconds and the master of your minutes.

Remember the One-Touch Rule

We spend a lot of time approaching, circling, sniffi ng, kicking, tast-
ing, and simply thinking about tasks without doing them. We check 
on them like a babysitter to see if they’re still sleeping. We pat their 
heads and then walk away, only to come back later. To this day, I’ve 
never seen a task jump out of the crib and get itself done. Tasks 
sleep eternally until we wake them. If you touch a task, complete 
the task.
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Step 4: Adjust and Adapt
The third step in the achievement cycle is to adjust and adapt. On 
the mountain, the weather changes, the temperature drops, and the 
sun goes down. In organizations, it’s the same. You may have the 
best plan ever put together, but you still can’t forecast an unplanned 
event. On one occasion, British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan 
was asked what his greatest challenge was. He responded, “Events, 
my dear boy, events.” Unforeseen events will be part of the journey.

To adjust and adapt effectively requires what we call turbulence 
capacity. It’s the ability to adapt to the speed and volatility of the 
competitive environment. On a personal level, it’s the ability to 
face your fears, weaknesses, and shortcomings when they’re being 
tested. In the world of organizations, it’s vital that you develop this 
capacity to adjust in today’s unpredictable environment. If you 
crave security, constancy, and equilibrium, you’ll probably fall off 
the mountain when the fi rst storm rolls in.

In a recent interview, the author Sylvia Nasar said, “From the 
beginning of civilization to the nineteenth century, 90 percent of 
humanity was stuck in place, even if their country did comparatively 
well. Average people lived like livestock—they didn’t go anywhere, 

Manage Walk-in Traffi c

The triage of time management says some things are important; 
some things are not. Some things are urgent; some things are not. 
Focus on what’s important and urgent fi rst, and what’s important 
second. Leave the rest alone. That makes sense, but on the ground 
it can be diffi cult when the urgent tasks come calling. Walk-in traf-
fi c can foil any good plan.

Great time managers communicate their time constraints up 
front when people walk in. They’re not rude and curt—they’re clear 
and kind. If it turns out to be important, be fl exible and spend the 
time. If it’s not, acknowledge the person but don’t trade time for 
junk when there’s treasure ahead.
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184 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

read anything, or wear much; they ate bad food and didn’t live a 
very long time.”9

We wouldn’t trade centuries with those people, but at least they 
took some comfort in the familiar. Today, we live in a near-con-
stant state of disturbance. We’re anything but stuck in place, and 
it poses an unprecedented challenge for leaders. Leadership has 
become a more dangerous calling. The principles haven’t changed, 
but the conditions have.

The tenor of the times is different. The atmospheric pressure of 
competition continues to rise, and not just in business. It’s the same 
in education, government, healthcare, and the nonprofi t sector. It 
used to be that you could spend a good deal of your career traveling 
across plains and prairie where the landscape was relatively fl at and 
wide open. Now we’ve all come to a mountainous, craggy expanse.

Your ability to adjust and adapt has become a threshold require-
ment in the global age. It requires two things: the performance of 
work and the absorption of stress. Even the hale and hearty will 
encounter the “death zone” at certain points in the journey. To 
achieve in the twenty-fi rst century requires a deep psychological 
acceptance of the existing turbulence.

Until then, we can fi nd ourselves engaged in a personal battle of 
denial against the new normal, its pace and its dynamism. If you feel 
yourself slipping into patterns of resistance, resignation, or political 
expediency, ask yourself what year it is. That tends to help. We’re 
not saying that your career will be one transformational epoch after 
another. No matter how anticipatory you try to be, there will be 
blindsiding threats that appear without warning. There will be killer 
applications and disruptive technologies. We can’t divine where the 
next challenge will come from, but we do know it will come. It’s 
hard to “Keep your fears to yourself, but share your courage with 
others,” as Robert Louis Stevenson once enjoined. It’s hard to look 
the future in the face. It’s uncharted, unscripted, and unknown. And 
yet we’re galloping in that direction.
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Step 5: Summit
The fi nal step in the achievement cycle is to summit. When you’re 
ready to summit, however, you’re not fresh and energetic. You’re 
tired, but you’re not done. And there’s still a host of distractions, 
temptations, and obstacles to overcome. On balance, humans are 
brilliant starters. They are poor fi nishers.

Finding a mountain to climb is the easy part. It’s easy to start 
exercising. It’s easy to enroll in school. It’s easy to hatch a new 
business idea. It’s easy to be nice, refrain from cursing, serve oth-
ers, or listen to your spouse—that is, for a day. It’s less easy on 
the second day. The grade gets steeper, and it doesn’t change until 
you’re at the summit. If you’ve started a half-pound cheeseburger, 
don’t worry about going the distance. But if you’ve started a new 
job, a new project, or a new skill, hang in there.

As you might expect, the study of personal achievement is 
more often the study of failure. Positive achievement represents 
positive deviance. If you’re a serious student of achievement, you 
can expect to spend most of your time sifting through the wreck-
age of things that started well and ended poorly. People and the 
organizations they create are littered with the failed remains of 
false starts.

But in the wreckage, we fi nd critical insights. One of the biggest 
is that we simply take our hands off the wheel too soon. We get 
tired. We get bored. We get distracted. And then we fail. It happens 
over and over. Sometimes we learn from our failures. But it usually 
takes a while to really dial in the desire and the discipline to be a 
fi nisher and go to the summit.

The last step of achievement—the act of summiting—comes 
from the inside. When the lights go down and the cheering crowds 
disperse, you’re on your own. And that’s usually what summiting 
is all about. It’s lonely, inglorious work. If you feed on praise and 
recognition, summiting is hard. Why fi nish the job when you can 
seek out a new company and go to the next gig?
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186 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Think about summiting in organizations. Think about the per-
verse incentives that tempt us to throw in the towel prematurely. 
Starting is for the rock star. This is where the rewards are. This 
is where most human resources management systems provide 
reinforcement. Summiting is different. It’s the long, hard slog, the 
steep ascent, the lonely road. Summiting is often done in obscurity 
when no one is watching, the incentives have dried up, and the 
thrill is gone. It comes down to grinding discipline—when no one 
is holding you accountable but yourself. Finally, we often mistake 
momentum for completion because, on appearance, starting looks 
like fi nishing. Our heart and mind may be elsewhere. We may just 
be behaviorally compliant for a little while.

What does it take to summit? It takes a person whose capacity 
to endure planned deprivation is stronger than his or her desire for 
instant gratifi cation. That’s a fancy way of saying that you’d rather 
take a bag of marshmallows later rather than one marshmallow 
now. To summit is to endure for a greater reward. Does that sound 
like something our popular culture would espouse? That’s part of 
the problem. Our popular culture has nothing but reproach and 
merry disdain for the values that lead to summiting and nothing 
but vulgar, narcissistic adoration for the values that lead to starting. 
Society seems to teach us less and less about summiting. And yet all 
of the signal accomplishments of humankind are feats of fi nishing. 
On second thought, you might want to fi nish that cheeseburger.

Taking Your Achievement X-Ray
To sustain a long-term pattern of achievement, it’s helpful to know 
the anatomy of your own motivation. The Achievement X-Ray 
(Figure 6.2) is designed to help you understand how you are per-
sonally motivated to achieve based on the external motivators of 
recognition, rewards, and responsibility. These external motiva-
tors don’t replace the intrinsic motivation that achieving creates, 
yet it’s important to understand your outside motivators and how 
they may help you climb the mountains you choose to climb.
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To take your Achievement X-Ray, do the following:

Step 1.  Review the defi nition of each of the three external achieve-
ment motivators:

Recognition: Public praise, approval, and commendation 
received as a consequence of achievement

Responsibility: Increased responsibility, accountability, or 
advancement received as a consequence of achievement

Rewards: Monetary and nonmonetary rewards received as a 
consequence of achievement

Step 2.  Using a 7-to-1 scale, where 7 is high and 1 is low, rate the 
degree to which you are personally motivated to achieve 
based on each motivator. For example, ask yourself, “How 
motivated am I to achieve in order to be recognized?” Put 
your rating in Figure 6.2 under Recognition. Now do the 
same thing with other two achievement motivators.

Recognition

Rewards Responsibility

FIGURE 6.2 Your Achievement X-Ray
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188 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Step 3.  Once you have captured your rating for each of the three 
achievement motivators, enter it in Table 6.3 and write a 
brief explanation of why you gave that particular rating. 
Our hope is that you come to know your external motiva-
tional profi le better.

Step 4.  Finally, with your Achievement X-Ray in hand, identify 
opportunities you could focus on to add additional fuel 
to your motivation. Write these opportunities in the last 
column of Table 6.3. For example, if you’re motivated 
externally by recognition, look for opportunities to get 
involved in projects, committees, or community events 
that are highly visible. The acknowledgment, praise, and 
thanks you’ll receive will propel you in your achieving 
cycle. If you are highly motivated by responsibility, you 
should sign up for assignments that give you a chance to 
lead teams or groups of people, projects that will help 
advance your career or help you learn and grow. If you are 

TABLE 6.3 Opportunities to Fuel Your Motivation

Achievement Motivator
External Motivation Score 

(1 � low; 7 � high) Explanation Opportunities

Recognition: Public 
praise, approval, and 
commendation received 
as a consequence of 
achievement

Responsibility:
Increased
responsibility, 
accountability, or 
advancement received 
as a consequence of 
achievement

Rewards: Monetary 
and nonmonetary 
rewards received as 
a consequence of 
achievement
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highly motivated by economic and noneconomic rewards, 
fi nd your own carrots. Where are they, and how can you 
get them?

Conclusion

“Happiness does not lie in happiness, but in the achieve-
ment of it.”

Fyodor Dostoevsky, Russian novelist

Bill Walton had a prominent career in the National Basketball 
Association. He earned the league’s Most Valuable Player award 
and won two NBA championships. When asked for his take on a 
college basketball game in which a talented team was beaten by 
a far less talented team, he said, “The great thing about what 
they did was they represented all of the things that make life so 
special. They won the battle of substance over hype, the triumph 
of achievement over erratic fl ailing, the conquest of discipline over 
gambling, the triumph of executing an organized game plan over 
just hoping that you’re going to be lucky, hot, or in the zone. They 
also represented the conquest of sacrifi ce, hard work, and commit-
ment to achievement over the pipe dream that someone is going 
to give you something, or that you can take a pill, or turn a key to 
get what you want.” Then came his fi nal thought: “Never mistake 
activity for achievement.”10

Most people are busy, but many people are not achieving. They 
may be confusing activity with achievement. Yet the achievement 
cycle is simple. It helps us conclude that for those who aren’t 
achieving the way they want to, achieving is more likely a “want 
to” problem rather than a “how to” problem.

The good news is that jumping into an achievement cycle is 
possible at any time. It’s a learned behavior that replenishes energy, 
boosts confi dence, increases capacity, and deepens fulfi llment.
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Tips for Leaders

Teresa M. Amabile and Steven J. Kramer conducted an interest-
ing study that looked at what employees are thinking and feel-
ing as they go about their work, and how leaders can use this 
information to help job performance. Their research concluded, 
“The most important managerial behaviors don’t involve giving 
people daily pats on the back or attempting to inject lighthearted 
fun into the workplace. Rather, they involve two fundamental 
things: enabling people to move forward in their work, and treat-
ing them decently as human beings.”11

Leaders can have a big impact in helping others achieve by tak-
ing those principles to heart. Listed below are tips to help leaders 
do that very thing and enable their employees to achieve more.

Ask yourself the following questions about how your 
employees achieve:

Do I know the goals my employees are working on in their 
achieving cycles (personal and professional)?

What are the roadblocks getting in the way of their prog-
ress? What am I doing to remove those roadblocks?

Is there a clear connection between their professional work 
and the important work of the team? How can I strengthen 
that connection and help them understand it clearly?

Are they overloaded with minutiae or busywork? What can 
I do to eliminate this type of work?

Do I know how each employee is motivated? What actions 
can I take to enhance their motivation?

Set clear goals with employees. People make more progress 
when leaders are clear about the link between what they do 
and what matters to the organization. And successful teams 
are those that have clear goals, and where people know how 
their work affects those goals. Help your people gain line-
of-sight visibility from their work to the team’s goals.
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Help employees break projects, goals, and work assign-
ments into small victories. Small victories tap into moti-
vation. Achieving is fueled by making small amounts of 
progress, such as accomplishing a task or solving a prob-
lem. Help those that work with you jump into an achieve-
ment cycle and experience the benefi ts and rewards of 
moving through all fi ve steps.
Teach people how to manage time and energy wisely. Coach 
employees to fully engage in the task at hand, focus on the 
important rather than the urgent, avoid distractions, and 
create balance and renewal in the achievement of the goal. 
Help them learn to say no to urgent requests or terrifi c ideas 
that aren’t aligned with the important work of the team.
Commit resources and remove roadblocks. Enable people 
to move forward in their work by committing appropriate 
resources, removing obstacles, helping them work across 
boundaries, and aligning processes, structure, and systems.
Help employees engage others. Encourage those you work 
with to reach out and engage others with similar goals. 
Remind them that goals can be created independently, but 
achieving them almost always requires help and support 
from others.
Identify specific motivators and adjust accordingly. Dis-
cuss with employees their extrinsic motivators, and iden-
tify opportunities and implications to bolster the achieving 
cycle. If they are motivated by recognition, identify ways to 
give meaningful praise, show approval for their work and 
team behaviors, or commend them for achievements along 
the way. Find ways to acknowledge them in front of their 
peers and express appreciation. If they are motivated by 
rewards, identify both economic and noneconomic rewards 
that you can give as a consequence of achievement.
Discuss achieving opportunities outside of work. Have 
conversations with employees about what they want to 
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192 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

achieve in their careers and in their personal lives. Highly 
engaged individuals fi nd sources of motivation inside and 
outside of work. Talk about all aspects of achieving, know-
ing that the organization still benefi ts whether an employee 
becomes more engaged from working with an outside vol-
unteer organization or from working on a project to solve 
one of your biggest customer complaints. Genuine inter-
est and a little fl exibility on your part can go a long way 
toward increasing motivation, achievement, and ultimately 
engagement.
Adjust motivators over time. Stay connected with your 
employees. Remember that people’s motivations can, and 
often do, change over time. Have achieving conversations 
with employees regularly, preferably outside of the annual 
performance review process. Adjust as they adjust.
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7

Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself!

“No man is so poor as to have nothing worth giving: 
As well might the mountain streamlets say they have 
nothing to give the sea because they are not rivers. Give 
what you have.”

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Your Last Day of Work
Imagine that it’s your last day of work. You’ve been on the job 
for 40 years. You’ve gathered your things and said your good-
byes. You stand up from your desk for the last time and head for 
the door. And then it dawns on you that you have to stop by the 
human resources department for a short exit interview—that per-
functory ritual that organizations perform, that last opportunity 
to glean valuable feedback from the departing employee.

When you walk into the department, the assistant motions you 
to a chair in a small conference room. And then, of course, we 
walk in to conduct the interview. No surprise there. You’re expect-
ing us.

We greet you with a handshake and a smile. You sigh deeply, 
sensing perhaps for the fi rst time in your professional life the 
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complete absence of tension or stress. It’s a contemplative moment 
that deserves a long pause, a moment that will never come again.

We fi nally start: “It’s your last day.”
“I know. It’s hard to believe. It hasn’t quite registered yet.”
“It will take some time, I’m sure,” one of us offers reassuringly. 

“Well, we don’t want to keep you, so let’s get started. As you might 
expect, we have a standard set of questions that we like to ask in 
our exit interviews. On second thought, let’s skip all that. We just 
have one question.”

“One question?”
“Yep, that’s it.”
“Okay,” you reply, looking a bit surprised.
“Here’s the question: What do you value most about the experi-

ence you’ve had here?”
“That’s it? That’s what you want to know?”
“That’s it. Just tell us what matters the most.”
You cup your chin in your hand, breathe slowly, and scan the 

room.
“Well . . .”
What would you say if this exit interview were real? Did you 

know that the response pattern to this question is strikingly consis-
tent? In the past few years, we’ve asked this question to more than 
1,000 employees from all sorts of organizations, industries, and 
levels of responsibility. More than 90 percent of the time, the top 
two answers are the same. Can you guess what they are?

Number one: relationships. Number two: personal contribution.
Everything else fades away.
When a friend of ours was 18 years old, his father went overseas 

on a business trip. His father never came home. He was tragi-
cally killed by thieves who attempted to rob him in his hotel. At 
this man’s funeral, not a thing was said about his education or 
accomplishments, not a thing about his money or possessions, not 
a thing about his titles or travels or triumphs. Instead, his friends 
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Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! 195

and family measured his life by his relationships and his personal 
contribution to their lives.

“When you cease to make a contribution, you begin 
to die.”

Eleanor Roosevelt

We spoke to our friend just the other day, and he mentioned the 
symbolic importance of his dad’s life. He said his dad’s untimely 
death brought life into sharper relief. Even now, what lingers in his 
mind is the things said at his dad’s funeral—as well as the things 
that were conspicuously left unsaid. People sifted and sorted 
through the remains of his legacy. They enshrined as part of his 
memory the things that mattered most: his relationships and per-
sonal contribution. The rest was discarded as fl eeting, transitory, 
and insignifi cant. Our friend’s father remains his hero because he 
knew the answer to the question of what matters most before his 
last day came.

It’s a curious thing that whether it’s your last day of work or 
your last day of life, the answer to the question of what matters 
most is the same. How much would it be worth to you to know 
that before the last day comes? Well, here’s the answer—relation-
ships and personal contribution. Thought you’d like to know.

What Is Contribution?
We defi ne contribution as effort directed beyond self. It’s a univer-
sal driver of engagement. We consider it the ultimate and culmi-
nating driver because it brings the other drivers together and gives 
them higher expression and purpose.

Contributing is effort directed beyond self toward a meaningful purpose.
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196 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Think about it for a minute. The other fi ve drivers increase 
engagement because they bring direct personal rewards.

• If I can shape my work, I’m more engaged.
• If I connect more deeply to the mission of my organization, 

I’m more engaged.
• If I continue to learn, I’m more engaged.
• If I stretch, I gain more capacity and confi dence and I’m more 

engaged.
• If I achieve something meaningful, I’m more engaged.

All true. All important. But did you notice a pattern? When you 
apply the other drivers, the benefi ts go directly to you, and they 
are what engages you. Contributing is different. When you con-
tribute, the benefi ts don’t go directly to you. They go somewhere 
else, to something or someone else. Contributing is a fundamen-
tally different driver. It takes you outside of yourself. It’s not about 
you; it’s something greater. And by some miracle that we don’t 
fully understand, contributing produces a more powerful kind of 
engagement.

When you think about contribution as a driver of engagement, 
think about it on two dimensions. The fi rst one is scope. Are 
you contributing to others, perhaps a group or the organization? 
Perhaps even the whole world? Maybe. Or perhaps you’re just 
contributing to a single individual. Does it matter? Isn’t a bigger 
scope of contribution more valuable? Not remotely. Professor 
Clayton Christensen of the Harvard Business School, the world’s 
foremost expert on innovation, said, “I’ve concluded that the 
metric by which God will assess my life isn’t dollars but the indi-
vidual people whose lives I’ve touched.”1

“You’re the happiest while you’re making the greatest 
contribution.”

Robert F. Kennedy

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! 197

The second dimension is visibility. Is it a public or a private 
act? Are you going to be recognized for it? Here, too, we can’t 
say that an acknowledged contribution is more important than 
one that is kept hidden. For example, an employee learned that 
her colleague had been diagnosed with cancer. Knowing that she 
would need extra time off to receive her chemo treatments, this 
individual went to the human resources department and anony-
mously donated some of her vacation time to her colleague. Was 
that invisible contribution less valuable than a public act?

From these two dimensions, we’re able to identify four main 
types of contribution, as shown in Figure 7.1. You can contribute 
publicly or privately. You can also contribute to an individual or 
more broadly to a group, an organization, or the greater good—
what we call a general contribution. It’s nice to be recognized by 
your peers. Public contribution is a good thing. But don’t under-
estimate the power of private contribution. Many of the highly 
engaged people we studied prefer to contribute in quiet ways. 
They tell us there’s nothing sweeter and more fulfi lling.

Given these categories, let’s consider an example for each one. 

Private

General

2. Public/Individual
Contribution

3. Public/General
Contribution

1. Private/Individual
Contribution

4. Private/General
Contribution

Individual

Public

FIGURE 7.1 The Four Types of Contribution
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198 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Type 1: Private/Individual Contribution—“The Haystack”
Conrad Gottfredson tells a story: I grew up in a farming town of 
700 people, give or take a few. There were more cows than people. 
My father, Arthur Gottfredson, ran a 200-acre, 50-Holstein dairy 
farm. He also taught high school math and coached wrestling. 
Most of his days began at 4 a.m. and ended at 10:30 p.m. He was 
busy, but always on the lookout for some way to contribute. As 
a young boy, I was often conscripted to tag along when someone 
needed help. Dad always made it clear that whatever we did was 
to be kept quiet. I’ve since learned that I didn’t always tag along. 
There were occasions when Dad made contributions that I never 
knew about. When Dad passed away, my mother shared with me 
an example of a private/individual contribution.

Our neighbor and fellow farmer, Cameron Norton, had fi nished 
cutting his hay one year. He had just enough hay to feed his cattle 
through the winter. On an October afternoon his haystack caught 
fi re and burned to the ground. He was devastated. There was no 
insurance and no way to replace the hay. How would he feed his 
cattle for the next six months? Cameron probably didn’t sleep that 
night. Neither did my dad.

My father returned home from his farm work much later 
than usual the next evening, in fact, just in time to grab a couple 
hours of sleep prior to the milking turn. He smelled like smoke, 
so Mom asked him what he’d been doing. “Just working,” 
Dad replied.

The next day, Cameron went out to his hay yard and discov-
ered a fresh stack of hay covering the charred spot where his hay 
had burned—enough to see him through to the spring. Except for 
Mom, no one ever knew what Dad had done in the dark of that fall 
night in Circleville.

“We must not, in trying to think about how we can 
make a big difference, ignore the small daily differences 
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we can make which, over time, add up to the big differ-
ences that we often cannot foresee.”

Marian Wright Edelman, U.S. social reformer

Type 2: Public/Individual Contribution—
“The Football Coach”
Tim tells a story: As a college football player at Brigham Young 
University, I had the rare opportunity to be coached by a legend, 
LaVell Edwards. Coach Edwards has since taken his place in 
the pantheon of pigskin generals. As a hall-of-famer, he is 
accorded legend status, a distinction reserved for a small, elite 
fraternity of coaches who break from the ranks and set them-
selves apart.

It’s one thing to win a championship. It’s an entirely different 
matter to win over and over, to make winning the norm, to cast 
a culture whose very DNA is engineered to win, to create muscle 
memory in an institution so that its natural motion propels it to 
victory.

Most coaches have winning moments. Coach Edwards created 
a winning era. Let me put this in perspective. In 29 years as head 
football coach at BYU, Coach Edwards posted only one losing 
season. Legends build legacies, and then there’s everybody else. 
You get the point.

As a cultural artifact, football is a piece of Americana. It’s a 
game of strategy and toughness. It’s a game of performance and 
accountability. The yardstick by which we measure success in this 
rarefi ed world is simple—the win column. If you notch wins, you 
stay. If you don’t, someone moves you on.

We lionize the winners and forget about the losers, but that’s just 
my preamble. What about the rest of the story? Coach Edwards 
did more than just win football games. Let me tell you about the 
LaVell Edwards I played for, the LaVell Edwards I observed and 
studied. As a player, I took mental notes for four years because 

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



200 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

I knew that I had been given the opportunity to be a part of some-
thing special.

I was learning at the feet of one of the greats, and the lessons 
being taught extended far beyond the gridiron. Coach Edwards 
was in the leadership development business. On the ground and 
in the trenches, he never ceased to teach, and only when neces-
sary did he use words. He contributed to my life in a profoundly 
personal way and taught me specifi c lessons that have stuck with 
me. Here are just three:

Manage Your Emotions for Performance
Coach Edwards was a model of poise under pressure. Regardless 
of the situation, his outward expression of leadership was calm 
and confi dent. Long experience had tutored him to understand 
that the emotions of fear, anxiety, anger, and frustration are almost 
always counterproductive in helping an organization achieve its 
goals. In most cases, the mismanagement of emotions is damag-
ing and increases the risk of failure, especially when people are 
fatigued and falling behind.

As an organization runs at maximum exertion and draws down 
its energy reserves, it becomes more vulnerable to discouragement 
and self-doubt. While everyone is human, the leader must main-
tain focus in the midst of adversity. Rest assured, there will be 
adversity and there will be failures. We lost some heartbreakers, 
but those were the times when Coach Edwards became the reposi-
tory of our fears and the hope of our renewed efforts.

His focus was on the goal and the development of the players, 
not on himself. Contrast that with leaders who indulge in negative 
emotions that lower the productive capacity of their organizations.

Yes, people respond to threats and melodrama in the short term. 
But over 29 years? I don’t think so. Ultimately, high performance is 
based on a willing offering of discretionary effort. Only a leader’s 
managed, controlled, and checked emotional performance will 
motivate people to do their best work—and Coach Edwards had 
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an unfl appable demeanor. He didn’t make use of the customary 
power tools that we see so much of in the prevailing culture of 
football. No screaming. No profanity. No head games. No manip-
ulation—just rock-jawed poise.

Seek Unedited Self-Awareness
Some people believe in the distinction between a private reality 
and a public image. Coach Edwards would laugh at such a notion. 
He was eminently aware of his amplifi ed public role, but he didn’t 
spend time cultivating a separate persona for public consumption. 
He simply achieved a high level of self-awareness and then was 
true to himself in every situation.

Becoming a leader is a process in which the scales of limited 
self-awareness gradually fall from our eyes, but it doesn’t hap-
pen by accident. It’s a consequence of developing the ability to 
listen to feedback. It’s a willingness to have a truthful encounter 
with one’s own unvarnished truth. Coach Edwards saw himself 
in the response of others to him. He was exceptionally attuned to 
his modeling infl uence and his ability to scale impact. There was 
humility in his interactions. As a coach he was self-possessed but 
not arrogant.

You’ve heard it said that infatuation clouds judgment. I would 
argue that infatuation with oneself clouds judgment even more. 
Some coaches become single-member mutual admiration societies. 
That’s when it gets dangerous.

Coach Edwards maintained his self-awareness through modesty 
and self-restraint. He was keenly aware that everyone was watch-
ing his every move. Because there was no distinction between 
the private citizen and the public fi gure, he wasn’t confused, and 
neither were his players.

Care About Players More than the Game
I learned from Coach Edwards that notions of professional dis-
tance and stuffy paternalism are silly concepts that engage and 
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202 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

inspire no one. In disposition, Coach Edwards was disarming, 
pleasant, friendly, and self-effacing. He was genuinely interested in 
his players, not just the X’s and O’s.

After practice, we’d be at the training table (cafeteria) eating 
dinner as a team, and Coach Edwards would be doing his trade-
mark ritual, making the rounds with a bowl of tapioca pudding in 
his hands.

On Sunday mornings, when we were banged up and sitting in 
ice baths, he would do his rounds again to inspect the wounded 
and give a word of encouragement. Why? Because we needed it.

You see, football is a refl ection of life. It’s just a more transpar-
ent plane. If you play Division I football, your chance of injury is 
100 percent. The only question is severity. But that’s not unlike 
any other fi eld of endeavor. We all take some pretty rough shots, 
and it doesn’t hurt to have a leader around who cares when you 
get the soup knocked out of you.

Some leaders obsess on a need to be large and in charge. What a 
tragedy to live on the dark side of charisma. What a shame to repel 
people with a false sense of openness. Coach Edwards made it 
abundantly clear that it’s impossible to build an organization and 
summon its institutional will if you don’t really like people. You 
may get lucky and win a championship, but you’ll end up leaving 
a landfi ll, not a legacy.

During his career, Coach Edwards earned a room full of 
trophies and a bag full of garish championship rings—the custom-
ary emblems of the win column. More than that, he earned the 
admiration, respect, and loyalty of a generation of broken-down 
football players who stand when he enters the room. John Quincy 
Adams observed, “If your actions inspire others to dream more, 
learn more, do more, and become more, you are a leader.” My old 
coach—that stone-faced visage, that genuine article, that iconic 
builder of men—contributed to many lives, and in a very personal 
way, he contributed to mine.
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Type 3: Public/General Contribution—
“A Dent in the Universe”
The only thing conformist about Steve Jobs was his black turtle-
neck. Nearly everything else about him was bold and distinctive. 
What we admire most about him was his capacity for independent 
thought and action. When it comes right down to it, it’s a charac-
teristic that’s not as prevalent in humans as you would think, or at 
least it lies dormant in most of us. Steve Jobs had it in abundance 
from the beginning. “Don’t be trapped by dogma,” he said. “Don’t 
let the noise of others’ opinions drown out your own inner voice.” 
Strong personalities have this quality of independence. The ques-
tion is what to do with it, how to give it expression. Steve Jobs was 
bound to infl uence a lot and be infl uenced a little. He was born an 
independent variable—a cause rather than an effect.

He deserves our admiration and study for his unique contribu-
tion. His life was many things. He had galactic vision. He was a 
great technologist. He was a genius of design, a charismatic show-
man, and a peerless marketer. He cultivated a discerning eye for 
consumer preference and taste. He was also hard to work with, a 
tyrant at times, and quite egotistical.

What’s not in question is that he made a contribution—quite a 
spectacular contribution. He became one of the greatest innova-
tors in history. It looked as if the story was over when he left Apple 
in 1985, cast out from the company he had cofounded. Yet he was 
to return 11 years later “a very different person,” as he would 
later say. But it was more than an unlikely comeback. His trajec-
tory from that point was beyond imagination. In his second act, he 
would launch the iMac, the iPod, iTunes, the iPhone, and the iPad. 
He would literally change the world.

When Jobs was young, he was an enfant terrible—a loner, 
disruptive and curious. After high school, he went to college 
for six months and then dropped out. He became a smelly hip-
pie and, by his own admission, had no idea what he wanted to 
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204 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

do with his life. But he loved technology, so he wandered back 
home, and you know the rest of the story. He and his partner 
Steve Wozniak started Apple in Jobs’s parents’ garage. It was 
here that Jobs’s unencumbered personality would fi nd mean-
ingful expression. Out of his disdain for convention, out of his 
prickly, brash, narcissistic temperament, out of his vision, high 
drive, and confi dence, out of his aesthetic instincts and a deep 
emotional need to create something of elegant form and hyper-
function came an unprecedented string of exquisitely designed 
products and platforms.

Jobs had made heroic mistakes in the past. He had crashed and 
burned. But out of his failures he fi ne-tuned his judgment, refi ned 
his taste, and elevated his unreasonable expectations. He devel-
oped an empathy for and connection to the consumer that was 
astonishing. “A lot of times,” he said, “people don’t know what 
they want until you show it to them.” He proved true his theory 
that “simple can be harder than complex.” Our Apple devices are 
simple —and absolutely elegant.

Steve Jobs did not practice conventional corporate leadership. 
He was its implacable foe. Most organizations in the world fos-
ter incremental growth through incremental improvement. Most 
corporate leaders compete as a direct response to their competi-
tors. They benchmark the herd. They look for best practices, and 
in the context of that arena, fi gure out what to do next. They lead 
in response to the measures and countermeasures of others. How 
much time do you think Steve Jobs spent looking for best practices 
among his competitors?

Did he come up with all of the ideas? Of course not. And that’s 
part of the point. He cultivated a culture of independent thought 
and action because he had the seeds to plant it. We can only hope 
the seeds he planted will grow a few more of the disruptive and 
curious variety—the kind that change the world.

Here’s the question: Did contributing drive Jobs’s level of engage-
ment? Need we ask? He put it this way: “And a lot of us want to 
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contribute something back to our species and to add something 
to the fl ow. It’s about trying to express something in the only way 
that most of us know how—because we can’t write Bob Dylan 
songs or Tom Stoppard plays. We try to use the talents we do have 
to express our deep feelings, to show our appreciation to all the 
contributions that came before us, and to add something to that 
fl ow. That’s what has driven me.”2

Type 4: Private/General Contribution—“The Physician”
Consider the life of an 87-year-old physician, Dr. Doug Heiner, 
who went from coal mining roots to teaching medicine at 
Harvard, and then on to become chief of Pediatric Immunology 
and Allergy at Harbor-UCLA Medical Center. Dr. Heiner main-
tains that his greatest professional contribution was a very simple 
thing he did during the Korean War back in 1951. As a medic, 
he was given responsibility for preventive medicine for all Korean 
military medical units. In his spare time, he decided to lend a 
hand at a two-tent civilian hospital in Pocheon, South Korea. He 
befriended two Korean doctors there and focused his energies on 
children because he had already been accepted for specialist train-
ing in pediatrics at Harvard University.

After the Korean confl ict ended, Doug returned home and 
carried on with his advanced training. But he didn’t forget the two 
doctors he had worked with at the two-tent hospital in Pocheon. 
He used his infl uence to help Dr. E. Hyock Kwon and Dr. Ko 
Kwang Wook receive additional training in the United States. 
Dr. Kwon earned a doctorate in public health. After returning to 
Korea, he became chairman of the Department of Public Health at 
Seoul National University’s College of Medicine, the largest and 
most prestigious medical school in the country. Later, he became 
dean of the College of Medicine. His rise in infl uence continued, 
and he became president of Seoul National University, Minister 
of Education for the Republic of Korea, Minister of Health and 
Social Affairs, and later Minister of the Environment. He also 
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served a term as president of the Republic of Korea National 
Academy of Sciences.

The other physician, Dr. Ko, decided to specialize in pediatrics 
and received two years of pediatric residency in Seoul. Doug rec-
ommended Dr. Ko for further training at Harvard, which provided 
him more advanced training in pediatrics than anyone in Korea 
had at the time. He ultimately became head of the Pediatric Depart-
ment at Seoul National University while Dr. Kwon was dean of the 
college. Later, these two physicians established a new children’s 
hospital at Seoul National University. Professor Ko became the 
fi rst medical director and helped the institution become one of the 
fi nest children’s hospitals in Asia.

On one of Doug’s visits to Korea, Dr. Ko took him on a tour 
of the new children’s hospital. When he fi nished the tour, Dr. Ko 
looked at Dr. Heiner and said, “You made all of this possible.” 
Later, Doug would write, “When I refl ect on the simple decision 
I made to stop in for repeated, brief visits with Drs. Kwon and Ko 
in their two-tent Pocheon hospital, I consider it one of the most 
important decisions I have made in my life. If I hadn’t, Dr. Ko may 
not have decided to become a pediatrician. He certainly would 
not have had the opportunity to train in the Children’s Medical 
Center in Boston. It is thrilling to me to observe that two doctors, 
when afforded the opportunities needed to develop their talents, 
could accomplish such astonishing things. I consider this one of 
the greatest things I have been privileged to do.”3

Dr. Heiner’s simple gesture to befriend two struggling physicians 
in the midst of war became much more than a personal contribu-
tion to two lives. It multiplied and became a larger contribution to 
thousands of children and even the nation itself.

This brings us to another observation about contribution: it can 
be assigned or unassigned. Both are rewarding. Both elevate engage-
ment. The question is whether you contribute in unassigned ways, 
as the woman who donated her vacation days to her cancer-affl icted 
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friend did. Once again, the highly engaged report that in many ways 
it’s the unassigned forms of contribution that drive engagement 
the most.

How important is contribution? Let’s put it this way: If the other 
drivers of engagement don’t translate into contribution, they lose 
their value and impact. If you only shape for your own benefi t, 
connect for your own benefi t, learn for your own benefi t, stretch 
for your own benefi t, and achieve for your own benefi t, your life 
becomes small, boring, and pretty stale. As a matter of fact, if you 
live and work unto yourself, life starts to lose its meaning.

A line in a poem from Marianne Williamson says, “Your play-
ing small does not serve the world.” The poem encourages us to 
contribute, but does it suggest that small contributions are not 
valuable? Does it suggest that you need a big title and a big posi-
tion to make a real contribution? Certainly not. The key message 
is that we need to get outside of ourselves, regardless of our sphere 
of infl uence.

There need not be a confl ict between personal gain, contribu-
tion in the workplace, and benefi t to society. The three can go 
hand in hand. When an employee feels supported and empow-
ered in achieving her goals, her engagement and contribution 
increase. But how many of us work for enlightened organiza-
tions? Perhaps we don’t view our organization as enlightened, 
but there’s a way to take charge of our contribution even if we 
do it alone.

“You are not here merely to make a living. You are here 
to enable the world to live more amply, with greater 
vision, and with a fi ner spirit of hope and achievement. 
You are here to enrich the world. You impoverish your-
self if you forget this errand.”

Woodrow Wilson, President of the United States 
(1913–1921)
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208 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Level 1 Contribution: What You Do
Let’s suppose that all of the tasks you’re responsible for in your cur-
rent job are like a basket of eggs. It’s your job to deliver the eggs. 
But they’re not all the same. You have white eggs, brown eggs, and 
blue eggs. The white eggs are the basic tasks, the brown eggs are 
the building tasks, and the blue eggs are the bonus tasks.

• White eggs: basic tasks
• Brown eggs: building tasks
• Blue eggs: bonus tasks

White Eggs or Basic Tasks
You long for the day you don’t have to deliver a single white egg. 
But you know that’s wishful thinking. That day will never come. 
We all have basic tasks we have to complete. We certainly don’t 
relish these tasks, but it’s stuff that has to get done and some-
one’s got to do it. For the teacher, it might be the budget planning 
meeting. For the nurse, it might be fi lling out endless reports to meet 
regulatory requirements. For the salesperson, it might be providing 
forecasts, updating the sales pipeline, and detailing the most recent 
sales opportunities. For the reporter, it’s attending yet another 
boring press conference. You get the picture.

It’s most often the administrative tasks that we dislike the most. 
But they have to get done. We all have white eggs that need to be 
delivered, and we can’t delegate the task to someone else. We’re the 
end of the line. Delivering our white eggs is usually a condition of 
employment. We have to do it, so we may as well do it well. Yet 
delivering white eggs is seldom a big driver of engagement. We don’t 
enjoy it. Our natural inclination is to spend as little time as possible 
delivering white eggs so we can move on to more exciting work.

Brown Eggs or Building Tasks
Delivering brown eggs is a lot more fun because brown eggs are 
harder to deliver. We have to draw on our knowledge, experiences, 

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! 209

and skills. Delivering brown eggs over the course of a career requires 
that we keep investing in our ongoing personal development.

For the teacher, delivering brown eggs means preparing and 
teaching the students. For the doctor, it means diagnosing and 
treating the patient. For the sales professional, it means fi nd-
ing a solution that meets a customer’s need. For the reporter, it 
means investigating and reporting the story. Delivering brown eggs 
creates more value for the organization and more reward for us 
personally because building tasks are usually more fun and more 
challenging than many of the mundane maintenance tasks we have 
to complete. In other words, cooking dinner is more rewarding 
than washing the dishes after dinner.

Blue Eggs or Bonus Tasks
Delivering blue eggs is the fi nal and most rewarding task—what 
we call a bonus task. To deliver a blue egg is to make a unique 
and distinctive contribution. For a teacher, it might be having the 
ability to motivate and infl uence a particular student who is strug-
gling. For a doctor, it might mean sitting on a panel to develop a 
new treatment. For a sales professional, it could be the chance to 
develop a new global account. For a reporter, it might be breaking 
a story on a hidden issue. Delivering a blue egg is perhaps the most 
motivating part of professional life.

Steve’s Blue Egg

Alistair Aitchison tells a story: My friend Steve is a civil engineer 
working for a UK-based utilities company. For many years he has 
consistently delivered quality white and brown eggs—the basic and 
building tasks that make up his role. His reputation within the organi-
zation is excellent, and through his personal credibility, he has been 
able to approach his line manager to gain support for a blue egg idea.
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210 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Here’s our most interesting discovery about job roles. Every job 
includes a basket of white and brown eggs that need to be deliv-
ered. In fact, if you look at almost any documented job descrip-
tion, it lists a series of basic and building tasks—white and brown 
eggs. What’s conspicuously absent is the blue eggs. Rarely will you 
encounter a job description that lists any blue eggs or bonus tasks. 
Why? Because delivering blue eggs is not a normal expectation of 
the organization. That’s why we call them bonus tasks. They’re 
beyond the call of duty. Job descriptions are written for the aver-
age employee doing a job in an average, albeit acceptable, way.

What’s the consequence of an average employee doing an 
average job in an average way? Average engagement, of course! 
We soon discover that blue eggs are a matter of personal discretion 
and motivation. The organization will rarely ask you to deliver a 
blue egg—to fi nd a new or distinctive way to add value. It’s up to 
you to fi nd the blue egg and then deliver it.

Steve encountered a charity organization called Water Aid and found 
that its work included the need for volunteer civil engineers to assist in 
the development of water supplies for villages in Africa. He investigated 
the opportunity and requested that his organization sponsor his partici-
pation by supporting him in joining the Water Aid team for a week. Tak-
ing his request up the management chain, his line manager discovered 
that the company had a social responsibility policy that encourages 
such participation. He also realized that working with Water Aid would 
be good press for the organization and could help recruit top graduates 
from universities and new hires from other organizations.

As a result of his participation in this charity work (delivering this 
blue egg), Steve was able to meet his personal objective of making 
a difference in a way that made use of his skills and experience. 
At the same time, Steve has gained a cultural experience that has 
become highly motivating and valuable to him. While participating in 
this charity work, Steve has come into contact with engineers from 
other organizations in other parts of the world. By participating, Steve 
has gained new skills that he has applied to other aspects of his work.

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! 211

To contribute to the organization and build a highly satisfying 
career along the way, you have to manage all your eggs. Regardless 
of your talent, you can’t deliver only blue eggs. That doesn’t work 
either. You have to manage the mix.

Master the Basics
Contribution is built from the ground up. It begins with your ability 
to perform the basic tasks that are assigned to your role, your white 
eggs. Before you spend a minute entertaining thoughts of contribut-
ing in some big way, stop right there. Have you mastered the essen-
tial tasks of your job? There’s really nothing to talk about until you 
do. You simply can’t pass “Go” until you master the basics. This is 
how you build credibility. As you do, you will be given the oppor-
tunity to do more and to contribute in different ways.

Highly engaged employees share this pattern. They start with 
the basics. They learn to deliver white eggs with accuracy and 
speed. Then they learn to deliver brown eggs with quality and 
consistency. At that point, and only at that point, do they look 
for opportunities to deliver blue eggs, to pursue bonus tasks that 
engage their special interests and make use of their special gifts.

You may be saying to yourself, “That’s just lovely, but I’m up to 
my waist in white and brown eggs. I can’t even deliver all of them 
right now. There’s simply no time to even think about blue eggs.”

We promise you that we know the feeling. We’ve been there. 
Suspend your disbelief for just a minute. Let’s see if there just might 
be an opportunity to manage the delivery of white and brown eggs 
a little better.

Your Egg Basket

Using the worksheet in Table 7.1, take a few minutes to list the tasks 
that consume your time in a typical week. For each task, estimate 
the percentage of time required to complete it. List all major tasks or 
categories of tasks until you allocate 100 percent of your time.
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212 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

Next, indicate what egg color the task represents. Basic tasks are 
white. Building tasks are brown. Bonus tasks are blue.

Examine the way you spend your time overall. Would you like to 
shift the way you allocate your time? In the fi nal right-hand column, 
indicate the way you would like to spend your time among your vari-
ous tasks. It may not be possible to do everything you want, but if you 
could shift a little bit, how would you do it?

Consider using this table as a tool for a development discussion 
with your line manager. At a minimum, check the time you’re spend-
ing on your assigned tasks against the importance of each task. In 
other words, ask yourself if it all makes sense.

TABLE 7.1 Egg Basket Worksheet

Tasks Type Time Now Time in the Future

List all of the 
tasks that 
are a part of 
your role.

What type of 
task is it? Is it 
a white, brown, 
or blue egg?

What percentage 
of time in a week 
do you spend 
completing this 
task now?

What percentage of 
time in a week would 
you like to spend 
on this task in the 
future?
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Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! 213

Level 2 Contribution: How You Do It
So far we’ve addressed what you do by focusing on your egg 
basket. But there’s another way to look at things: how you do 
them. In the 1980s, the United Kingdom saw the emergence of a 
new era of musicians. Among them was one of the fi rst girl bands, 
Bananarama. Collaborating with another band from that era, Fun 
Boy Three, they produced a remake of a jazz song fi rst recorded 
in 1939 by Jimmie Lunceford, Harry James, and Ella Fitzgerald 
called “T’ain’t What You Do. It’s the Way That You Do It.” If you 
haven’t heard the song, look it up and have a listen. It’s a catchy 
tune, and it captures the point of level 2 contribution. In addition 
to the “what,” it’s the “how” that counts. How we approach our 
work has a huge impact on our contribution and level of engage-
ment. There are fi ve main ways that a person contributes within 
an organization (see Figure 7.2). You can contribute as a private, 
learner, expert, coach, or visionary.

If you continue to develop professionally, you will advance from 
one role to the next as a natural progression. If you stop developing, 
you won’t. Let’s take a closer look at each one. As we do, follow 
along and ask yourself if you fi t one of the profi les more than the 
others.

The Private
The term private comes from the military. It denotes a soldier of the 
lowest rank. We’re not suggesting that we’re all soldiers, but the 
term captures the essence of what’s required in the fi rst stage of 
contributing. To be a private is to learn to manage yourself for 

Private Learner Expert Coach Visionary

FIGURE 7.2 Five Ways to Contribute
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214 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

performance. You begin by applying basic discipline in your own 
life. There are two essential performance requirements for the 
beginner: First, show up. Second, follow through.

Key Private Behaviors

• Showing up
• Following through

Organizations naturally expect all employees to do these two things. 
They represent the basis of all performance. If you can, you transition 
immediately to becoming a learner. If you can’t, you will struggle to 
learn because learning includes showing up and following through.

You may be a bit surprised that we mention such basic require-
ments. It’s unfortunate, but there are still many people who begin 
working in an organization and yet never have learned these two 
basic requirements of performance. In fact, we estimate that if you 
simply show up and follow through, you may actually outperform 
half of the working population. Our popular culture simply isn’t 
teaching people to be reliable and ethical in what they commit 
to do. When you learn to show up and follow through, you have 
become brilliant on the basics and are ready to move to the next 
stage of development.

The Learner
When you fi rst enter the workplace, you’re given a number of white 
and brown eggs to deliver. But the organization understands that 
you’re just starting out. You may not know how to deliver all of the 
eggs, so you learn as you go. Gradually, you increase your ability to 
complete the basic and building tasks that are part of your role. As 
you do, you get help along the way. You’ll need guidance from your 
boss and your colleagues. All of this is part of the normal expecta-
tion. It’s an intense learning period. The organization is investing 
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Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! 215

in you for the future, hoping that you’ll be able to increase your 
ability to contribute as time goes by.

As a learner, there are key behaviors that will determine your suc-
cess. Most important, you have to be willing to learn. This means 
you have to be willing to observe, ask for and receive feedback, 
and practice delivering white and brown eggs until you can do it on 
your own. You have to depend on others for advice and guidance, 
so you have to be coachable. Yes, you’ll make mistakes along the 
way, but you keep trying. The “how” of being a learner is what 
matters. It’s your attitude, your effort, and your reliability that will 
make the difference. People don’t expect you to be an expert. They 
simply expect you to give your best effort and improve along the 
way. They expect initiative and follow-through. They expect you 
to ask questions when you don’t understand how to do something.

Now, a question: if we come back fi ve years later and you’re still in 
the learning mode, if you’re a junior baker at a bakery and you still 
can’t make bread without help, is that all right? Of course not. There’s 
a natural expectation for you to master the basics of bread making. 
So it is with the learner. Yes, we’re always learning. It’s one of the six 
drivers, but if we don’t achieve mastery on basic tasks after an appro-
priate period of time, we’re not making the expected contribution. 
If you’re a helper too long, you’ll wake up one day and realize that 
you’ve turned into a low performer. That’s discouraging. What hap-
pens to your level of engagement? That’s right: it goes south.

Key Learner Behaviors

• Active learning
• Effective questioning
• Willingness to ask for and receive feedback
• Willingness to cooperate and work with others
• Dependable follow-through
• Ethical conduct
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216 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

The Expert
The learner never stops learning, but after a while the learner 
becomes an expert in some things. It goes back to the medieval 
guild. You began as an apprentice. But that was not a destination. 
It was a way station on the road to becoming a journeyman, and 
then eventually a master craftsman or artisan. In the expert stage, 
you deepen and expand your skills. You take the training wheels 
off and learn to perform even more complex tasks independently. 
You begin to build the foundation of your professional identity 
and personal reputation.

“An expert is a man who has made all the mistakes 
which can be made in a very narrow fi eld.”

Niels Bohr

Staying with our bread-making example, not only can you 
bake superb bread, but you’ve expanded your repertoire. Now 
you can bake the artisan breads—the malted granary, the English 
country cob, the New York rye, and the Stilton with pear and port 
chutney. When that gorgeous loaf of roast potato bread comes out 
of the oven, the aroma wafts its way through the bakery. As your 
customers light up, your confi dence and engagement go to even 
higher levels. You are now doing your work with a sense of pride 
and ownership that you have never experienced before. You have 
a reputation for excellence and quality and a personal brand that 
refl ects that.

Key Expert Behaviors

• Independent performance
• Demonstrated technical expertise
• Collaborative team member
• Multitasking ability
• Delivery of high-quality results
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And how does the organization react? The organization is just 
as pleased as you are. You could continue to contribute this way 
for years, and both you and the organization would probably be 
happy. But there’s an opportunity to do more. There’s an opportu-
nity to “leaven” your contribution, to expand it even more.

The Coach
One day a student of quality guru Dr. W. Edwards Deming asked 
him what it would take to get an A grade in his class. Another 
student asked what it would take to get an A�. This is what he 
said: “An A contribution is when you successfully complete your 
agreed upon tasks and activities. An A� contribution is when you 
help others achieve success in completing their agreed upon tasks 
and activities.”

If you’ve become an expert in the basic and building tasks of your 
job, there will surely come a time when you have the opportunity to 
contribute in a different way. When you become an artisan baker, 
it’s only a matter of time until people want to know what you know 
and do what you do. It’s your choice. When this time comes, you 
can either shift the way you contribute and coach others or stick to 
a pattern of working in a more independent and isolated way. You 
can remain a specialist. But we suggest the former.

Once you become an expert, you naturally have the chance to 
become a coach. To coach is to train, mentor, guide, and develop 
others, both formally and informally. It means making your contri-
bution through others, not exclusively, but in a major way that you 
didn’t before. You might think it’s natural to impart what you know 
to others. That’s somewhat true. But it’s a different thing when you 
become very deliberate about it, when you actually set goals to 
develop specifi c individuals and set aside time to invest in their devel-
opment. When that becomes a personal priority, when it becomes 
part of your core stewardship, it requires a different approach. You 
can’t keep doing things the way you were doing them. You have to 
shift your focus, divert your time and resources, and measure your 
success in a different way—in the results of others.

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



218 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

When you become a coach, you become a force multiplier. You 
scale your infl uence and magnify your impact. The rewards are 
different too. You feel a rich and deeply satisfying kind of engage-
ment that comes in no other way. Becoming a coach requires an 
unselfi sh view toward the development of others. It means wanting 
to listen and understand another’s perspective. Once you become a 
coach, you can stay a coach for the rest of your life.

“It is one of the most beautiful compensations in life 
that no man can sincerely try to help another without 
helping himself.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson

But fi rst you have to ask yourself if you want to be a coach. As 
an expert, you’re not necessarily the repository of all the answers. 
You’ll be learning for the rest of your life, but at least you know 
enough to help others develop. That’s the point, and the oppor-
tunity that will come your way. For many people, once they start 
becoming a coach, they start to defi ne success differently. It shifts 
from a “me” focus to a “you” focus. Coaches say, “Your success is 
the measure of my success.”

The Invisible Law of Compensation

Mike Baer tells a story: years ago, as a young, green pea sales associ-
ate, I asked my boss a simple question, “Who is your top performing 
sales associate, and what does that person do to succeed?” Instead 
of telling me the answer, he gave me the name of the top producer in 
the company. His name was Norm, and my boss simply told me to go 
talk to him. I very timidly approached Norm one day and introduced 
myself. I told him I was new and needed some help to get started on 
the right foot. I asked him if he could give me a little advice.

To my utter amazement, Norm took me under his wing. His work-
load was already heavy and his sales pipeline was bursting at the 
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If you look around, you’ll discover that not everyone is a 
coach. Not everyone wants to be a coach. Why is that? Our 
conclusion is quite simple: most people who don’t want to con-
tribute through coaching are suffering from either an abundance 
of ego or a famine of confi dence. Otherwise, what would hold 
you back?

seams, and yet he made time for me. He came in early and stayed late 
to help me succeed. He showed me the ropes. Norm taught me that 
if I learned the skills and disciplines he taught me, I couldn’t help 
but succeed. Actually, it wasn’t quite that simple. The reality was that 
during our time together, I gained confi dence under his direction. In 
fact, my confi dence accelerated.

Norm had been with the organization for 17 years when I approached 
him as a new sales associate. Now I look back and refl ect on Norm 
and the contribution he made to my career and my life. But it didn’t 
end there. Norm had mentored dozens of other sales executives at the 
company before I got there. In fact, through his infl uence he saved 
the careers of several people. He may have saved mine.

One day, after several months of mentoring by Norm, I earned the 
top sales award at our company for the month. There was no one more 
proud of me than Norm. He was my biggest fan and cheerleader. 
I offered to share the gift that came along with the award. Norm would 
have none of that. He told me his reward was seeing me succeed. 
He had only one request: fi nd a struggling sales associate, take that 
person under your wing, and help him or her succeed.

Norm puzzled me. Why would a busy sales executive make time for 
me? Why would he care about my success? I spoke with him about this 
in detail the night I won the sales award. To him it was really pretty 
simple: helping others win helps the organization win, and it always 
comes back to you. He told me he didn’t know how it all worked, 
but there was some invisible law of compensation that rewards you. 
He felt more job satisfaction and a much deeper and richer sense of 
engagement.
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The Visionary
Global healthcare devices company KCI had as its main focus 
orthopedic beds. Or it did until one of its sales executives, while 
visiting a client, observed a healing solution that applied a fi lm 
and vacuum technology to an incision to accelerate healing from 
the inside out rather than using a traditional bandage. When this 
sales executive shared what he had seen with a senior executive 
within the organization, KCI ended up purchasing the technology, 
and now the solution accounts for more than 50 percent of the 
company’s annual revenues in a market that’s growing at a much 
higher rate than in the past.

“A visionary is one who sees more than others see, who 
sees farther than others see, and who sees before others 
see.”

Leroy Eims, author

That’s just one example of seeing an opportunity and capital-
izing on it. But that’s not the point. The point is that he was look-
ing. Unless you’re looking for opportunities because you’re trying 
to build the future, you don’t see them. Becoming a visionary is 
no different from becoming a learner, an expert, or a coach. It’s 
a choice to expand the way you contribute. We’re not saying you 

Key Coaching Behaviors

• Openness and accessibility
• Leading through infl uence rather than authority
• Leading through questioning
• Generosity with time to mentor and help others
• Willingness to be interrupted
• Motivation of others

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! 221

need to be a senior leader or an expert in strategy. And we’re not 
saying that you need to be a natural innovator or a creative genius. 
At a basic level, to become a visionary is simply to keep your eyes 
open, look around, and fi nd opportunities and solutions.

If standing still is personal and organizational suicide, it makes 
all the sense in the world to become a visionary in your own small 
way. Please don’t think that becoming a visionary is the exclu-
sive preserve of executives. That’s simply not the case. Almost any 
executive will tell you that he or she needs more people who can 
help him or her solve problems and create the future. Think of 
your company’s vision as a mosaic. A mosaic is created by arrang-
ing small, colored pieces of tile. As a whole, it may depict a grand 
scene. But if you stand close, you see the individual pieces that 
make it up. To contribute even one piece of tile to the mosaic is to 
be a visionary. You are contributing to the portrait of the future.

How? It comes down to simple things. It starts with the realization 
that success is never fi nal. It comes from knowing that continuous 
improvement is a way of life, that the environment is in a constant 
state of change. Most important, it comes from valuing other human 
beings, caring about their success, and wanting to make a difference. 
There’s something uniquely satisfying about contributing to the prog-
ress and direction of an organization, even if it’s something simple.

Key Visionary Behaviors

• Seeing the whole
• Scanning the environment, monitoring and anticipating trends
• Creating a network inside and outside the organization
• Looking for performance gaps and opportunities
• Being curious
• Bringing people together to solve problems
• Challenging assumptions and ways of doing things
• Prioritizing and saying no to good ideas when you can’t do everything.
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The Relationship Between Behaviors, and Contribution
The relationship between our behaviors and our contribution is 
clear: behaviors drive contribution, and the type of behaviors drives 
the type of contribution. Here’s the bottom line: as we progress 
from private to learner, from learner to expert, from expert to 
coach, and from coach to visionary, we spend more of our time 
behaving in ways that increase our contribution. Our contribu-
tion expands, and so does our value to the organization. Finally, 
our level of engagement shadows our contribution. The higher our 
contribution, the higher the level of engagement.

People leave their jobs for a variety of reasons. Chances are 
that if you leave your job, you’re not making the kind of contri-
bution you want to make and the kind you’re capable of making. 
Years of research data tell us that 80 percent of employees don’t 
think they’re using their strengths on a daily basis.4 People tend 
to disengage slowly and then just leave. We suggest you do just 
the opposite. Give your organization, your boss, and your job 
your very best effort. If you’re disengaged, reengage slowly on 
your own initiative by increasing your contribution. Too many 
employees quit early and unnecessarily because the organization 
and the job aren’t meeting their expectations. In fact, that’s the 
number one reason people leave their jobs. They conclude that 
“the job or workplace was not as expected.”5 In that situation, 
most people disengage and then leave. But have you considered the 
other possibility—to engage and stay?

The challenge for many of us is that our bosses often don’t 
understand the anatomy of contribution. They don’t understand 
the progression of roles and how enlarging your contribution 
increases engagement. As a result, we end up being pigeonholed 
into jobs that don’t stretch us, don’t give us opportunities for 
growth, fail to provide opportunities to move beyond our current 
behaviors, and, as a result, trap a lot of our potential without an 
outlet. Is it any wonder that so many people feel frustrated in the 
workplace and end up channeling their energies elsewhere?
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This untapped contribution that is so often trapped within us 
is what we call our discretionary contribution. It’s the equivalent 
to a seam of gold hidden in a mine. An enlightened organization 
might recognize the seam and pull it out by empowering and sup-
porting you to take responsibility for your own development while 
offering support. What if you don’t work for one of those enlight-
ened organizations? Again, consider the possibility that you can 
expand your contribution and engagement on your own. How? 
Asking yourself these questions might be helpful:

• What are the skills and behaviors that are critical to success in 
my role?

• Do I demonstrate a high level of competence in those skills 
and behaviors?

• Compared to others performing a similar role within my 
organization, am I successful?

• What about compared to others performing a similar role 
within my industry?

• Do I keep up-to-date with the latest developments and think-
ing in my area of expertise?

• Is there someone inside or outside of my organization who 
could help me develop and improve my capabilities so that 
I can be the best that I can be?

The answers to these questions may help show you where the 
opportunities to increase your contribution lie.

Earning the Right to Contribute

We were recently working on a project with a team of computer pro-
grammers from a software company. There were about eight program-
mers on this particular team, which was charged with the task of 
building a new software program.
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Level 3 Contribution: A Long-Term Perspective
Having considered what and how we contribute, let’s shift our focus 
to the long term. Let’s think about contribution across a career.

You will go through some transitions in your career. Every time 
you do, there will be hurdles to overcome. Moving from one role 
to another requires that we learn new skills and develop new rela-
tionships. We have to go back to being a learner, at least for a little 
while. Similarly, if we change organizations, there will most likely 
be a new set of processes and procedures that need to be learned 

We sat in several meetings with this team early on in the project. 
The programmers seemed to respect each other and get along quite 
well, except for one thing. A consistent pattern of behavior emerged. 
When one of the programmers offered a suggestion or an idea about 
how to do something, the other programmers politely ignored him. 
The more they ignored his ideas, the more ideas he would try to con-
tribute. And the more he would try to contribute, the more they would 
ignore him. It was painful to watch.

After the meeting, we asked one of the other programmers in 
private what was going on. The answer was very simple. The program-
mer who was being ignored was brand new. He had been on the job all 
of two weeks. The reason he was being ignored was because he had 
not earned the right to contribute.

One of the things that most organizations do informally is to set 
up permission rights, and the right to contribute is one of those 
permission rights that must be earned. The programmer was quite 
naive and inexperienced, and it really would have made sense for him 
to be a little more aware of himself and the context. His colleagues were 
trying to be polite in the way they ignored him, but basically they were 
saying, “We’re happy that you’re here, and maybe you’ll become the 
CEO someday, but for now it might be a good idea to listen and learn! 
Once you get that down, once you establish your professional cred-
ibility, then you will be able to put something on the table and we’ll 
take a serious look at it.”
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and a new culture to adjust to. Finally, if we change industries, 
there is a whole new world to get used to.

The bigger the change, the more time you’ll spend back in the 
learner phase. What’s important to recognize is that transitions 
take time. The more we are willing to seek help, the quicker and 
smoother the transition. When we don’t get help or clarify expec-
tations, we get frustrated, stretch out the transition period, and 
increase the chance of failure.

We may not have full control over our formal progression, but 
we do control whether we make a difference. We can seek out 
roles and assignments that will make a difference to the organiza-
tion. When was the last time you volunteered for an assignment? 
Most important is that we align our contribution with the expecta-
tions and priorities of the organization.

The Little Things Are the Big Things
While managing our contribution within the workplace is impor-
tant, it is our contribution outside of the workplace—within our 
families, neighborhoods, communities, and even countries—that 
will ultimately make the most signifi cant difference in our lives 
and the lives of those around us.

Alistair Aitchison tells a story: my dad taught me two very 
important things in life—how to golf and how to contribute. 
On the day of his funeral, my sister Carol and I led a procession 
that wound its way along the streets of the small Scottish fi shing 
town of Eyemouth, carrying our father’s body to be laid to rest 
in the local graveyard. He had lived his entire life in this small 
community, touching people’s lives with a cheerful and engaging 
personality and many talents. He even won the local golf-club 
championship on 11 occasions.

The streets were lined with friends and associates who joined 
the funeral cortege that made its way to the graveside. As we 
gathered at his fi nal resting place, I realized that he couldn’t even 
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226 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

take his golf clubs with him. Golfi ng had come to an end, but his 
contribution had not. Here were gathered his friends, the members 
of this community who came to show their appreciation for his 
contribution to their lives. I learned another lesson about contri-
bution that day: we don’t get to measure our own. Other people 
do. They get the last word. They measure it for us.

The experience on that bittersweet day taught me a priceless 
lesson about life: we need to focus our contribution on the things 
that matter most—the people whose lives we have the opportunity 
to touch. Most of the time, our contribution consists of small 
and often seemingly insignifi cant things. Small acts of assistance, 
encouragement, guidance, and kindness are the birdies we make 
on the fairway of life. In the end, these small things constitute the 
supreme form of contribution.

“Do something for somebody every day for which you 
do not get paid.”

Albert Schweitzer, humanitarian

We touch the lives of others within the workplace, within 
our families, within our circle of friends, and within our com-
munity, and it’s the time that we take to listen, understand, and 
help in some small and yet meaningful way that makes the big-
gest difference.

To better understand the impact that this contribution can have 
on our lives, consider this exercise.

Step 1.  Identify one person who has made a contribution to your 
life (professionally or personally) and answer the questions 
in Table 7.2. Having refl ected on what someone did for you 
and the impact it had on your life, consider how you can do 
the same for someone else.

Step 2.  Identify a person to whom you would like to make a 
contribution. Identify something that you can do to help 

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Contribute: Get Beyond Yourself! 227

personally and/or professionally and answer the questions 
in Table 7.3. You may want to look for something small. 
Don’t feel that what you do has to be a big or visible thing.

Perhaps you’ve seen the movie Pay It Forward, starring Helen 
Hunt and Kevin Spacey. The expression “pay it forward” means 
helping someone else instead of reciprocating to the person that 
helped you. Often in life, we don’t have the opportunity to repay 
the people who contribute to our lives. They move on, and so do 
we, and it becomes our chance to fi nd another person to help.

Conclusion
As you refl ect on the individuals that had an impact on your early 
life—your parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, brothers and 
sisters, brothers- and sisters-in-law, friends, teachers, coaches, 
church and youth leaders, and members of your local community—
recognize the sacrifi ce and contribution they made. Recognize 
what they taught you. You’ll often fi nd they believed in you more 

TABLE 7.2 What Someone Has Done for You

What did that person do?

Why do you think that person did it?

Why did what he or she did make a 
difference to you?

What did you learn?

TABLE 7.3 What You Could Do for Someone Else

Whom would you like to make a 
contribution for?

What needs does he or she have?

What will you do to help this person?

When will you do it?
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228 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

than you believed in yourself. At some point, we need to cross over 
and become net contributors rather than net consumers. When 
you do, your engagement will go to a new level. If you keep it up, 
you’ll rub off on others, and the legacy of your contribution will 
never end.

Your contribution is indeed under your control. We make 
choices that determine our success and our happiness in both 
our personal and professional lives. At regular intervals, take the 
time in your career and throughout your life to take a step back, 
refl ect, and ask yourself if you’re satisfi ed with your contribution. 
If you’re highly engaged, you’re probably making a signifi cant 
contribution. If you’re not, take a second look.

Tips for Leaders

The ability to contribute is within the grasp of every person. And 
hopefully in this chapter, you’ve learned why. Contribution is not 
about feats of daring. It’s not about being a hero. It’s not about 
doing things that require extraordinary skill or talent. Contribu-
tion is about pointing your effort outside. It’s about living out-
side yourself and contributing to some meaningful purpose or 
worthy cause. There are plenty out there. You choose.

Once you pick a place to devote some of your time, attention, 
and energy, get started. It’s not hard, and it’s not complicated. 
Even if it’s not pretty, any exertion you make to contribute 
matters.

So if you haven’t guessed, the fi rst tip for you as a leader to 
help others drive engagement through contributing is to con-
tribute yourself. If you’re not doing it, don’t expect others to. 
Especially on this driver, you have to lead by example.

To help your employees learn to contribute even faster, here 
are a few key suggestions for questions and statements you can 
use to help your employees learn task management in action.
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Get clear. Do you understand the requirements, results, 
and measures of your job?
Check in. Seek feedback from your boss and peers on a fre-
quent basis. Ask them, “Am I getting it right?”
Own it. If you’re not getting something right, if you’re not 
performing to standard, what is your plan? Don’t blame 
somebody or something else for your shortcomings. You 
need to own your own performance and your plan to 
address it.
Do it. Do what you need to do to meet a standard of high 
performance in your job. It’s the only way to really earn 
the right to contribute. There’s no easy way. You can’t talk 
or bluff your way through.
Report back. Communicate your progress to your line man-
ager. Don’t wait for him or her to come to you—it may never 
happen! Take charge and make sure you know how you are 
doing in the eyes of the organization.
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8

Conclusion: Make It a Way of Life!

“Of course our genes, circumstances, and environments 
matter very much, and they shape us signifi cantly. Yet 
there remains an inner zone in which we are sovereign, 
unless we abdicate. In this zone lives the essence of our 
individuality and our personal accountability.”

Neal A. Maxwell, educator, theologian

To rely on the organization to engage you is like keeping all 
your money in cash when you’re surrounded by high infl ation. 

After a while, you don’t have much left. Like it or not, you live in 
a turbulent world. Just take a minute to inhale your surroundings. 
Things are very different in the twenty-fi rst century. The U.S. mili-
tary, for example, came up with the concept of VUCA to charac-
terize the current environment:

V � Volatility. The nature, depth, breadth, patterns, and speed 
of change.

U � Uncertainty. The lack of clarity, predictability, and prob-
ability of events and outcomes.

C � Complexity. The multiplex of variables, relationships, and 
timing.
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232 THE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT MINDSET

A � Ambiguity. The deception and confusion of cause and 
effect that overwhelm our ability to interpret and respond.

The impact of VUCA cuts both ways: it offers greater opportu-
nity for those who take the initiative, and less opportunity for those 
who curl up and wait for things to happen. If VUCA sends one clear 
message, it admonishes us to take charge of our professional lives 
if we want to have any hope of directing the outcome. That’s really 
the message of this book. But it’s an uphill battle. As a culture, we’re 
still fi ghting the impoverished idea that the organization is primarily 
responsible for engaging the employee. And yet this idea has been 
upended by reality. It still needs to be upended in the hearts and 
minds of millions of people. That’s a hard thing to do. The most 
diffi cult prison to escape has no cement walls or iron bars. It’s sim-
ply the self-imposed incarceration of the human will. The galvanic 
power to become highly engaged lies within the individual.

How do you fi ght against the uncertainty and the demoralizing 
forces of the economy? There’s only one thing you can do: make 
empowering choices and take personal accountability for those 
choices. Become a self-determining individual. Move from a state 
of dependency to independence. Deterministic and paternalistic 
ideas about engagement are simply wrong. Sometimes organiza-
tions limit our progress. But more often we limit our own progress 
by putting a personal fi rewall around us. We stymie our own aspi-
rations by the choices we make.

In The Devil’s Dictionary, Ambrose Bierce defi nes the term 
responsibility this way: “RESPONSIBILITY, n. A detachable burden 
easily shifted to the shoulders of God, Fate, Fortune, Luck or one’s 
neighbor. In the days of astrology it was customary to unload it upon 
a star.”1 Disengaged people often shift responsibility this way. They 
expect and wait, and they wait and expect. It’s easier to change your-
self than an entire organization. The option always remains, however, 
as Samuel Johnson said, “To do nothing is in every man’s power.”
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Many people simply exist in organizations. They’re not 
excited about life. They’re not doing all they could do. They’re 
shipwrecked on the reefs of dependency, waiting for the orga-
nization to rescue them. We have no evidence that this strategy 
works. We do have evidence that such an approach can become 
a narcotic welfare system to the individual. It has been said that 
the unexamined life is not worth living. Neither is the disen-
gaged life.

The late track star Steve Prefontaine once said, “To give less 
than your best is to sacrifi ce the gift.” What gift? The gift of who 
and what you are, the gift of your life and contribution.

You are caught in the middle of a transformation—a transfor-
mation about what it means to be an employee, to have a job, 
and to add value to an organization. We have put forward the 
case that employee engagement is now and forever your primary 
responsibility. You will have to come to your own conclusion on 
that point.

The reality is that fewer than one in four employees are 
buoyant and afl oat with a high level of engagement. The rest are 
doing other things—waiting, grousing, looking for the next shiny 
fad, or whatever. It doesn’t really matter what they’re doing if 
they’re not exercising their prerogative to be highly engaged. 
And it’s not just the individual employee who is misguided. 
Organizations are too. We still observe many organizations 
resorting to money and gimmicks as their primary engagement 
strategy. Does splashing the cash really engage employees for 
the long term? Does it really draw out passion and discretionary 
effort?

“Those who say ‘yes’ are rewarded by the adventures 
they have. Those who say ‘no’ are rewarded by the safety 
they attain.”

Keith Johnstone, improv theater expert
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Get Out of Your Own Way
We need a shift in mindset. Engagement, like self-esteem, is impos-
sible without the responsibility of signifi cant personal effort and 
earned achievement. Consequently, the six drivers of high engage-
ment are not easy to apply. In our study of highly engaged indi-
viduals, we have yet to identify a single shortcut. And yet we do 
witness individuals who sustain high engagement throughout their 
entire professional lives. We see individuals applying the six driv-
ers and delivering astounding results for themselves and the orga-
nizations they work for.

“There is a time in every man’s education when he arrives 
at the conviction that envy is ignorance; that imitation 
is suicide; that he must take himself for better or worse 
as his portion; that though the wide universe is full of 
good, no kernel of nourishing corn can come to him but 
through his toil bestowed on that plot of ground which 
is given to him to till.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson

What Is Your Responsibility?
Can we assume that your employer will do all it can to support your 
success? Should we say that you have an important reciprocal obli-
gation to be highly engaged, and you should do it when the organi-
zation does its part? The answer is a resounding no. Don’t assume 
your employer will do anything. That kind of assumption is the very 
thing we’re talking about. That assumption kills engagement and 
puts you on the path of entitlement and professional welfare. For 
your own sake and for the sake of others, here’s what you can do:

• Release your discretionary effort now. Don’t turn profes-
sional life into a miserly exchange in which there’s a quid pro 
quo for everything you do. Invest ahead of the organization. 
The organization may reward you tenfold. It may not. Even if 
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the organization does not fully appreciate your contribution, 
do your best. You will take your experience with you. No 
one can strip you of the hard-won lessons you learn and the 
experience you gain. They are yours forever.

• Eat change for breakfast. Change will choose you even if you 
don’t choose it. And it always requires two things: the per-
formance of work and the absorption of stress. There are no 
stormproof companies, and there are no sources of competi-
tive advantage that last forever. It’s all ice. The only question 
is the rate of the melt. The forces of change will come from 
inside and outside the organization. It’s all VUCA as far as 
the eye can see. Compression and acceleration will be the 
dominant themes of market behavior. But none of that should 
surprise you. “Change is to be expected and that support for 
change is a condition of long-term employment.”2

• Be grateful and happy. You are not entitled to a crabby, pee-
vish attitude. You have an obligation to be positive, encour-
aging, and helpful. Even if you have a poor leader as a boss, 
you’re still better off making the biggest contribution you can. 
Keep in mind that you’re developing a rhythm and cadence to 
your professional life. Don’t let the weaknesses and dysfunc-
tions of the organization set the tone for you. Aristotle said, 
“We are what we repeatedly do.” Bring some enthusiasm and 
see what damage you can do.

• Make things better. Once you have built a personal platform 
of credibility, you have the right to put something on the 
table. Challenge the status quo where it makes sense. Manage 
risk and don’t be careless, but try to make things better. 
A little swashbuckling can be a good thing. You may not be 
the most creative and innovative person, but if you simply 
want to improve things and are looking for an opportunity, 
those opportunities are more likely to appear. If we take you 
to a street corner, for instance, you will look at the passing 
traffi c and not think much of it. But if we ask you to fi nd the 
green cars, you will immediately begin to see them.
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• Be accountable. It’s amazing how long it takes people to stop 
making excuses. Isn’t it interesting that the human mind has 
an infi nite capacity to rationalize? When reality doesn’t meet 
our expectations, we can escape to never-never land. We can 
accept or deny. We can embrace reality or fashion a new 
version. Because humans hate discord between themselves and 
reality, they tend to change themselves or pretend to change 
reality. We can tell ourselves a soothing story. We have become 
very good at telling ourselves soothing stories, and we tend to 
spend an enormously long time doing it. In fact, we often wait 
for the impending crisis to hit before we are ready to throw 
away our soothing story. It’s a blessed day when we choose to 
be fully accountable for our own performance.

• Use the delete key. Push it not only for negative feedback 
that would discourage you, but also for gratuitous praise that 
would lead you to falsely believe in your own superiority. 
Both strains of input are dangerous. If you want to develop 
the courage to be wrong, throw out the sentimental slush as 
well as the harmful criticism.

What’s the Organization’s Responsibility?

Engaging employees has become a more diffi cult challenge. Some 
experts forecast a tsunami of employee defection in the future. 
That’s an exaggeration, but the problem is real. Fortunately, 
some organizations are entering a new era of enlightenment. 
In greater numbers, leaders are beginning to shed the mindset, 
values, and beliefs of an industrial age that have outlived their 
usefulness. At the same time, we have also entered a new era of 
entitlement on the part of some employees. It’s not necessarily 
that they expect a BMW 3 Series and a condo on their fi rst day 
of work, but many want to be catered to. That doesn’t work. 
Here are a few suggestions for leaders and organizations:
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Promise and deliver effort. Many organizations would love 
to offer loyalty and job security, but that’s not possible. 
VUCA simply won’t allow it. As Jeff Jarvis said, “Loyalty 
from employer to employee died in my lifetime.”3 So what 
do you do? Promise effort. Make an honest declaration to 
your employees that you’re going to do all you can, and 
you’re going to ask for their help. Organizations can’t fi nd 
their employees’ motivation. No one can do that. Engage-
ment is inexorably connected to self-esteem, and self-esteem 
is connected to esteemable acts. Engagement isn’t free. It 
carries with it the responsibility of personal effort, of work, 
of exertion sustained over time. It has its price. But if the 
employees believe the organization will make a good faith 
effort on their behalf, that goes an awful long way.
Be a leader of conscience. Don’t try to hide behind title, 
position, and authority. That’s a cop-out, and it’s not lost 
on anyone paying attention. Either lead with genuine con-
cern for the growth and development of your people or let 
someone else take the helm. In the global age, we are fast 
reaching the point of diminishing returns with command 
and control management. Knowledge workers in particu-
lar ignore it, disengage, or opt out.
Give permission to challenge. The predominant vibe in many 
organizations is compliance. Get rid of needless rigidity and 
stupid rules. In fact, let your highly engaged employees hack 
through the bureaucracy. Let them challenge the status quo. 
Let them challenge you. Recognize them when they do.
Coach the individual. If you can’t offer job security, what spe-
cifi cally can you do to help your people professionally? First, 
give them more fl exibility. If you can fi nd a way to fl ex, do it. 
Second, give them more emotional support. It costs nothing 
but a little time and energy. Sadly, many employees expect less 
real career support. See if you can exceed their expectations—
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not necessarily with more resources, but with personal 
coaching time. Increase your face time. Get out of the offi ce, 
off the phone, and out from behind the computer monitor. 
Give your attention freely and abundantly to the individual.
Win on imagination. David MacLeod and Nita Clarke put 
it this way: “In a world where most factors of production 
are increasingly standardized, where a production line or 
the goods on a supermarket shelf are much the same the 
world over, employee engagement is the difference that 
makes the difference—and could make all the difference as 
we face the realities of globalised competition.”4 In a glo-
balizing world, where time frames are compressed, where 
business models are quickly overtaken, where competi-
tive advantage is elusive and fl eeting, and where disruptive 
forces may exert themselves at any time, organizational 
failure will increasingly become a failure of imagination. 
The companies most at risk are the ones with unengaged 
people—unmotivated, uninspired, and uncommitted, and 
therefore unimaginative. They will fail on imagination—
not because they don’t have any, but because leaders are 
unable to draw it out. The conclusion that we unavoidably 
come to is that strategy matters less than it did, at least in 
the sense that an organization can ride a long-term busi-
ness model for long-term growth and profi tability. Fewer 
markets allow that anymore. Further, we have only limited 
visibility into the future. We have to look into the fog and 
do the best that we can now, embracing the uncertainty that 
we may need to adjust and adapt at any time. This is a dif-
ferent way of leading an organization. It requires dynamic 
learning, dynamic planning, and dynamic execution. Think 
about how unfi t and unmatched the old industrial model is 
to this requirement. If you can help your employees become 
more engaged, you can win on imagination.
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131–132
to increase opportunities, 

130–131
to increase performance, 

127–129
inertia monster, 136–145
patterns of, 134–136
process of, 138–154
to survive and thrive, 132–133
tips for leaders, 155–158
willingness, 125–126

Stretching, defi ned, 125
Success, stretch process outer 

limits, 140, 150
“Summit,” achievement cycle, 

175, 185–186
Survive and thrive, stretch, 

132–133
Sutton, Robert, 137

T
Tagg, John, 94
Tennyson, Alfred (Lord), 28
Terkel, Studs, 77
Thought, differences in highly 

engaged employees, 12–15
Three compensations, achieve, 

165–166
Thrive and survive, stretch, 

132–133
Time of work, shape work, 82
Tips for leaders:

achieve, 190–192

connect, 52–54
contribute, 228–229
engagement, 19–21
learn, 118–121
shape, 90–91

Toffl er, Alvin, 82, 100
Tong, Jasper, 134
Track progress, stretch process 

outer limits, 140, 149–150
Traditional career model, shape, 

61–64
Traditionalist generation, 63, 65
Turbulence capacity, 183
Tyson, Mike, 145

U
Ullman, Harvey, 93
Universal engagement, 13
Unlearning, 100

V
Van Wassenhove, Luk, 99
Verdi, 163
Visibility, contribute, 197
Visionary behaviors, contribution, 

213, 220–221
Von Goethe, Johann Wolfgang, 

109
VUCA environment, 231–232

W
Walker, Alice, 57
Walk-in traffi c management, 183
Walton, Bill, 189
Washington, Denzel, 127–128
Welch, Jack, 8
Wesley, John, 13
What you do, contribute, 

208–212

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



258 Index

Wheatley, Margaret, 25
Williamson, Marianne, 207
Willingness to stretch, 125–126
Wilson, Woodrow, 207
Winning and achievement, 173
Wolf, Bob, 32
Wook, Dr. Ko Kwang, 205–206
Work goals, shape, 73–84
Work preference assessment, 76

World model for learning, 
100–105

Wozniak, Steve, 204

X
X-ray, achievement, 186–189

Y
Yeats, William Butler, 117

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



About the Authors

Timothy R. Clark is founder and CEO of TRClark LLC, a consul-
tancy that provides advisory services in strategy, large-scale change 
and transformation, executive development, and employee engage-
ment. He also writes the syndicated column “On Leadership” for 
the Deseret News and is a powerful and highly acclaimed keynote 
speaker. He is a global authority in the fi eld of change leadership 
and organizational transformation. 

Clark is the author of the critically acclaimed book Epic Change: 
How to Lead Change in the Global Age (John Wiley/Jossey-Bass), 
which CEO Refresher named the top management book on the 
subject of change of 2008. Stephen R. Covey calls Epic Change
“absolutely brilliant material,” and Dave Ulrich of the University of 
Michigan calls it a “neo-classic.” He is also the author of The Lead-
ership Test: Will You Pass? (2009), which Christopher Germann at 
Gartner Research calls “simple, elegant, and profound.” Some of his 
clients include Accenture, Accor, American Express, AmerisourceBer-
gen, Boston Scientifi c, Chevron, CIGNA, Disney, Dow Chemical, Eli 
Lilly, Environmental Protection Agency, Freedom Communications, 
HCA, Honeywell, Idaho National Laboratory, Intel, Internal Rev-
enue Service, John Hopkins University, Ketchum, Lake Forest Hospi-
tal, Medical City Dallas Hospital, Microsoft, NASA, Northwestern 
Memorial Hospital, Sprint, Stanford University, U.S. Department of 
Treasury, Vancouver Island Health Authority, and Wells Fargo Bank. 

Clark earned a doctor’s degree in international politics from 
Oxford University and was both a Fulbright and a British Research 
Scholar. He also earned a master’s degree in government and 
economics from the University of Utah. As an undergraduate at 

D
ow

nloaded by [ B
ank for A

griculture and A
gricultural C

ooperatives 202.94.73.131] at [11/05/15]. C
opyright ©

 M
cG

raw
-H

ill G
lobal E

ducation H
oldings, L

L
C

. N
ot to be redistributed or m

odified in any w
ay w

ithout perm
ission.



Brigham Young University, he was named a fi rst-team Academic 
All-American football player and completed a triple degree.

Conrad Gottfredson has 30 years of experience helping organi-
zations develop effective leaders, learn at the speed of change, 
optimize their learning and performance systems, and manage 
their knowledge/content capital. He holds a PhD in Instructional 
Psychology and Technology from Brigham Young University and 
is considered a global authority on organizational learning and 
performance support. His consulting work has helped govern-
ments, nonprofi ts, and multinational organizations employ emerg-
ing technologies and methodologies wisely to help people achieve 
personal and organizational goals. He has pioneered method-
ologies for developing and delivering learning at the moment of 
need to those who need it, when they need it, in the language and 
form they require, from a single source of content. His unique 
collaborative consulting style has helped him develop simple, prac-
tical solutions to the common challenges facing organizations at all 
levels. He is the author with Bob Mosher of Innovative Perfor-
mance Support (McGraw-Hill, 2011).

Kendall Lyman is a founding principal of The Cornerstone Group, 
a consulting fi rm known for leading-edge approaches to business 
strategy, process design, leadership development, and large-scale 
cultural change that produce sustainable and tangible results. 
He is a member of the Duke Corporate Education Global Learn-
ing Resource Network. Kendall has worked across diverse indus-
tries, such as oil and gas, fi nancial services, pharmaceutical, 
lodging, government, and manufacturing. He has consulted inter-
nationally on projects in Europe, Asia, and Africa, and he speaks 
fl uent Spanish. Kendall’s work with clients has been recognized 
nationally. The Navy Postal Group in Washington, D.C., won 
the Federal Mail Center Excellence Award; the Norfolk Naval 
Shipyard won the Virginia State Quality Award; and Kendall’s 
participation in the work to split InterContinental Hotels Group 
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from its parent received the ASTD Excellence in Practice Award. 
Other clients include Kellogg’s, Suncor, Eli Lilly, Sun Life, Auto-
Trader, Medtronic, Graymont, National MS Society, Shea Homes, 
NASA Kennedy Space Center, Merck, Nationwide, the Atlanta 
Journal Constitution, and Carlson Companies. Kendall is coau-
thor of The Business Strategy Audit: A Company Self-Assessment
and a white paper series entitled A Case for Change Management.

Shane Cragun is a founding principal of The Cornerstone Group. 
Shane has consulted across the globe in diverse industries such as 
fi nancial services, technology, manufacturing, professional services, 
oil and gas, government, hotel and lodging, and home building. 
His projects have received several awards, the most recent of which 
is the J. D. Power Award for Best Customer Service. Selected cli-
ents include Citigroup, Yale University, Motel 6, Wells Fargo, EDS, 
Lucent, NASA, Shea Homes, KPMG, Yokosuka Japan U.S. Naval 
Shipyard Repair Facility, Merck, Mobil Oil Chalmette Refi nery, 
Abu Dhabi Investment Authority, and Air National Guard. Earlier 
in his career, he served as the VP and GM over Franklin Covey’s 
consulting and training division where he oversaw all external train-
ing and consulting personnel nationally. Shane is a faculty member 
of the Duke University Corporate Education Resource Network.

Scott Savage is a senior consultant at FranklinCovey, an interna-
tional sales and consulting organization. For the past 31 years, 
Scott has consulted tens of thousands of business leaders at 
many of the world’s largest professional service, high-tech, 
and manufacturing concerns and many federal agencies. His 
client list includes AkzoNobel, Accenture, Arthur D. Little, Booz 
Allen Hamilton, Booz & Co., CIA, Computer Associates, Crowe 
Horworth, Deloitte, Department of Defense, Hewlett-Packard, 
Hitachi Consulting, KPMG, Microsoft, Motorola, Nike, Oracle, 
Panduit, Quest Diagnostics, Siemens, Symantec, Texaco, Under-
writers Laboratories, Verizon, Visa, and Whirlpool. In addition to 
bringing thought leadership, consulting, and training to the world 
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of leadership, change management, and sales leadership, he is also 
a widely sought after keynote speaker.

Mike Baer is a senior consultant with FranklinCovey. He also 
coauthors a national business development e-newsletter that is 
delivered to organizations, sales leaders, and business develop-
ment consultants each week. Mike has also taught and consulted 
hundreds of business development leaders in several large profes-
sional services fi rms across North America.

Tobias Kiefer is director of global learning and development, Booz 
& Co., Munich, Germany. He is a leader, speaker, trainer, and 
coach working at the intersection of talent management, consult-
ing, and neuroscience. His passion is to guide individuals and teams 
to be more effective in order to focus on the essentials and make 
better decisions and in order to achieve better results—both pro-
fessionally and personally. As former athlete and talent scout for 
young biathletes, he set the tone for constantly aspiring for new 
goals instead of accepting the status quo. He has led multiple large-
scale strategic projects in the fi nancial services industry, transporta-
tion, and real estate across different cultures.

Alistair Aitchison is managing director and a senior partner with 
Emenex, a consulting and training organization in Oxfordshire in 
the United Kingdom. Alistair was previously vice president of mar-
keting and sales development across EMEA for Novell. Prior to that, 
Alistair had fi ve years within the management development program 
of Air Products and Chemicals in the UK, Germany, and Netherlands 
and two years with ICI in the UK. At Emenex Alistair delivers solu-
tions in the areas of employee engagement, talent and change man-
agement, and sales management, coaching, and measurement. Some 
of his clients include Intel, Molson Coors, Acronis, GMAC RFC, DC 
Thomson, BP, Dubai Properties, ADCO, Extreme Networks, KCI, 
and Ciena. Alistair received his bachelor’s degree from Edinburgh 
University and completed his MBA at the Marriott School of Man-
agement at Brigham Young University.
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We hope you’ve enjoyed reading The Employee 
Engagement Mindset. What’s the next step? 

Whether you’re a member of a Fortune 500 corporation 
or a garage-based entrepreneur, the next step is to turn 
an event into a process. That means applying the six 
drivers to increase and sustain your own engagement.

To help you in that process, we’ve created “The 
Engagement Mindset Support Center.” The support 
center is a virtual center that helps you transfer and 
apply what you’ve learned. We want to help you close 
the “knowing vs. doing” gap. You know a lot about 
the six drivers of engagement. Now it’s time to put the 
drivers into action.

The Support Center provides the following kinds of 
help for each of the six drivers of engagement:

• online tools
• video illustrations and explanations
• assessments
• discussion boards
• podcasts
• success stories
• live web training with authors
• e-Learning course offerings
• public training course offerings
• special events calendar
• in-house training and certifi cation information
• retreats and keynotes calendar

The Engagement Mindset Support Center

Come visit the center any time at 
www.engagement mindset.com.
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