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      It’s all about the soil.”


      HOPE International board member Brian Lewis spoke like a seasoned farmer as he addressed our global leadership team. It’s impossible to produce good fruit from toxic soil, he shared. But Brian isn’t a farmer, and his insights applied not to agriculture but organizational culture. His message to HOPE’s leaders was clear: nothing good grows from a toxic culture.


      Of course, the converse is also true. Healthy culture is the organizational equivalent of fertile soil, and it produces an abundance of good fruit. But it takes more than free coffee and donuts or paid holidays to cultivate it.


      Whether we choose to invest in or ignore the soil of workplace culture, it runs deep, affecting every aspect of our mission. We can create an intentional culture that produces consistent growth, flourishing, and results. Or we can overlook and neglect our soil, yielding an accidental culture that produces weeds and perhaps only incidental success. Brian’s question to our leaders was direct: Are you going to have an intentional culture or an accidental culture?


      When Brian shared these insights several years ago, HOPE International had a purpose-driven and highly engaged culture, but I sensed it was diluting rather than reproducing as we entered a season of accelerated growth. Much as I wanted to create an intentional culture, I continued to wonder, Do I even know the health of our soil? Culture was something we talked about and tried to articulate and celebrate. We recognized its importance, but we didn’t know how to accurately gauge it—or move beyond recognition to action.


      We needed someone to teach us how to cultivate a flourishing workplace.


      Al Lopus and Best Christian Workplaces Institute became our trusted agricultural advisers and guides. If culture is an organization’s soil, then Al and his team are the best agronomists (soil scientists) we have ever encountered.


      They taught us the art and science of cultivating a healthy workplace culture. The first year our team engaged with their survey, we didn’t know what we didn’t know about culture. Turns out, it was a lot.


      Their survey provided measurements based on years of rigorous research. Best Christian Workplaces’ soil testing clearly revealed what nutrients we had in abundance and what aspects of healthy culture we still needed to develop. Their training helped us turn seeds of potential into the real fruit of an engaged team and vibrant culture. With the Institute’s help, HOPE’s workplace culture progressed from accidental to intentional. In the Best Christian Workplaces process the value of data is in its application. Al and his team are skilled in translating results into tangible, organization-specific action steps.


      Perhaps the most powerful testament to Al’s insight and expertise is the way he’s applied it within his own organization. HOPE staff repeatedly shared that the Best Christian Workplaces Institute leverages its own employees’ giftedness and calling to advance its mission: their employees love what they do and excel in their jobs. They not only coach and instruct but also deeply care for the people and organizations they serve. They have found the road to flourishing and are faithfully paving the path for the rest of us.


      There are proven, highly researched methods to cultivate healthy workplaces—and Al knows them well. Even more, he is passionate about sharing them. If you believe in the importance of workplace culture but don’t know how to intentionally shape it, then this book is for you. Whether you regularly ponder and discuss your organization’s culture or you have never given it much thought, you will benefit from the principles Al shares in this book.


      In its pages you will meet leaders who are actively shaping workplace culture. Whether you work within the nonprofit or for-profit sector, you will gain a greater awareness of your organization’s needs and how to build a vibrant culture and an engaged team. Al shares stories from some of the countless organizations the Institute has helped on their path to flourishing, and implementing his advice will help yours too.


      Engaging with Best Christian Workplaces or applying Al’s insights to your workplace may be an uncomfortable process. You may hear negative feedback or identify previously unknown problems. My encouragement is to avoid the temptations of denial or defense and instead commit to proactive listening and learning. You can’t fix what you don’t know is broken, and an accurate measure of your soil will empower you to lead with clarity.


      The culture of our organizations will be the defining factor in their success and longevity. You can have an accidental culture or an intentional culture; the choice is yours. At HOPE we have chosen to learn from Al and his team, and we are deeply grateful to be on the road to flourishing with them. If you want to cultivate a flourishing workplace and see fruit as you’ve never seen before, it starts with the soil. And if you want to improve your soil, it starts with the insights shared in this book.


      May God bless you as you journey on the road to flourishing.


    


  






Preface
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My passion in life is to see the workplace culture of every Christian-led organization flourish in the sight of a watching world. My hope is this book will help you flourish as a leader and guide you to create a flourishing workplace culture.

But I didn’t grow up with a native interest in Christian workplaces or really anything about Christianity. I was raised in a family that went to church every Sunday, but I don’t recall ever hearing about having a personal relationship with Christ. My interests were elsewhere. Yet when I was going my own way in the early 1970s, Christ found me in the summer before my junior year at Penn State University, and he changed my life.

When I arrived back on campus later that year, still a baby Christian, my roommate introduced me to his friends who volunteered with Young Life, a ministry to reach high school students. I was eager to share what I had experienced with others, so I joined the local leadership team. These thirty volunteers, mostly Penn State students like me, built relationships in four area high schools with teenagers who were far from God. We showed them what it meant to have a real relationship with Christ, and we coached those who embraced him to grow in their faith.

In Young Life we were always focused on the students God had given us to reach, but along the way I became fascinated by the genuine Christian community that existed on the leadership team. I had never experienced anything like it in my life.

Although I had been part of good teams before, the vitality of this team and its unity around a common goal astounded me. Here we were, a bunch of volunteers with very different personalities, preferences, and gifts, yet we shared something very special. God’s Spirit’s presence among us seemed to be the difference. The love, peace, patience, and joy we shared made a deep impact on me in the early days of my new life in Christ.

I often pondered what it was that made our team flourish. Before long, I concluded that the main reason our ministry with kids was effective was the love we had for one another as leaders. We weren’t trying to show it off; it was simply obvious to anyone who casually observed us. More than once I heard students say, “You guys have something special and different. How can I experience what you have?” Many of them came to Christ because they were so taken with what they witnessed in our group.

My couple of years in that local ministry shaped me in profound ways. I didn’t know it at the time, but from the very outset of my journey as a disciple of Jesus, when I was highly impressionable and learning what the faith was all about, this experience of Christian community was stamped on me like a handprint in wet cement. In my heart and soul it hardened into a conviction that this is what work led by Christians is supposed to look like, smell like, feel like. When a Christian-led team is working together, it’s supposed to flourish while the whole world is watching and thereby lead it to Jesus.


A REVOLUTION, A VISION, AND A NEW ORGANIZATION

Until age fifty I worked as a human resources professional in the corporate world, including twenty-one years at the consulting firm Watson Wyatt (today Willis Towers Watson). In addition to advising clients on compensation and benefits plans, we specialized in helping them recognize and develop their human capital. Along the way I became fascinated by the concept of employee engagement, not only as a consultant but also as a manager. Over the years I led multiple teams and bore the responsibility to generate revenue growth and turn a profit in my area of the business. As a leader I saw firsthand the great effect my employees’ well-being had not only for our clients’ success but for our own bottom-line results. To put it succinctly, I became convinced that workplace culture determines employee engagement, and employee engagement determines organizational success.

During my time at Watson Wyatt, a revolution was taking place in the field of employee engagement. Traditionally, managers gauged employee engagement according to managers’ opinions, perceptions, and personal biases. But we were learning that engagement could be quantified, measured, and validated through objective feedback from employees themselves.

This feedback, gathered through sophisticated, reliable survey instruments, could reveal the strengths of an organization’s culture, as well as the areas that were holding it back from flourishing. Equipped with a breathtakingly clear view into the organization’s reality, leaders could take actions to elevate employee engagement to levels never attained before. The result would be a flourishing workplace culture whose people enjoy seeing their contributions effectively fulfill the organization’s mission. Employee well-being would garner very tangible benefits for the organization. Using the new research tools, my firm was able to demonstrate that the share value of the best workplaces significantly outpaced the S&P 500 over time.

While I was doing this work in the corporate world, God was working in other areas of my life to prepare me for a new vocational direction. At age forty-five I began to imagine that by the time I was fifty God might have another assignment for me. As that year grew nearer, I had an extraordinary experience on an ordinary Monday morning. The topic of my men’s Bible study the previous Saturday was seeking the face of God. It was a familiar concept, but it struck me differently this time. So on this Monday I began to seek God’s face in a more literal, concrete way than I ever had before. With my eyes closed I began to think of an appropriate image of God’s face. No portrayal I had seen seemed to look right, but then I remembered the Scripture that says Jesus is the image of the invisible God (Colossians 1:15). So I decided to focus on the face of Jesus visually, trying to strip away the accumulated imagination of European artists (no blond hair or blue eyes) and see him as the first-century, thirty-year-old Palestinian Jew that he was.

Once I constructed the image of Jesus’ face and it was fixed in my mind, things changed. The image took over my imagination. Starting with his dark pupils, then coalescing and spreading, his face burned away in a single, blazing beam of living light shining directly on me. I felt warm in its radiance, and I quickly realized that the feeling was love. My viewpoint shifted to hover above the room, and I saw my body in the chair being bathed in the light like a liquid. Then I saw my body elevated, wrapped on all sides by the light, penetrating my flesh until the boundary between me and the love of Christ was erased, merging into one without my individuality being extinguished. The light was radiating from the outside into me and from my insides out, like a glowing ember. I felt indescribable love, peace, and contentment.

In this state of rapture the Lord began showing me what life could be like if I lived fully in his love. It charged my heart with energy and love for others. I saw a person who had harshly criticized me, but I was no longer defensive, poised to recoil or lash back. Instead, my instinct was to look into the person’s heart, and I somehow recognized that their censure of me came from a wound deep inside them. I saw the wound being healed and the two of us being reconciled. Finally, Jesus spoke, personalizing the words of 1 John 4:19: “You can love, Al, because I first loved you.” As I grasped those words, the vision ended.

I was stunned! At the time I had never heard of anyone experiencing anything like this. And there was no specific command in this vision, no call, no summons. There was nothing to stoke my ceaseless drive toward achievement and accomplishment. It was all being, no doing. And yet I knew for certain that my relationship with my Lord had changed, that I had changed, and that my life was about to change. I asked myself, Why did the transfigured, glorified Christ lift the veil for a brief moment for me to have this experience? There was something more for me than what I was doing at the time, something that was more wholly devoted to seeing his kingdom come and his will being done.

Six months later, believing that God had something in store for me, I told my boss that I would be taking early retirement at the end of the following fiscal year. During that year, journalist Helen Lee and the editors of Christianity Today (CT) approached me for help on a story on the best Christian organizations to work for. With my help, CT put together an employee survey to send to Christian parachurch ministries, media outlets, and educational institutions. In addition to questions I had used in similar surveys of companies in the Pacific Northwest, we added questions that especially suited Christian organizations like “Leaders in my organization exhibit the fruit of the Holy Spirit” and “My organization reflects Christ to the world.” In the April 2003 issue of Christianity Today we listed the forty best places to work of the eighty-seven organizations we surveyed.1 But the crucial development came one month before the story went to print.

We unveiled our rankings at a conference of the Christian Management Association, which many respondents attended. At a workshop we gave each organization’s leadership all the data we had collected and taught them how to interpret it to help their organization create a flourishing workplace culture. The undertaking’s real value to organizations wasn’t publicity or bragging rights or talent acquisition but in learning from employees about the real state of the organization, the hard facts that set the stage for substantial change to become more effective in the organization’s mission.

The response to our study was so positive that I felt sure I was supposed to continue to serve these and other organizations. With help from Helen, my friend Kevin Scheid, and my wife, Kathy, I launched the Best Christian Workplaces Institute later that year.




THE TRAGEDY THAT COMMITTED ME TO CHRISTIAN WORKPLACE CULTURE

I initially founded the Institute as a for-profit company. I didn’t see a paying market in the Christian ministry world, so I intended to charge for-profit companies for consulting to underwrite our work with Christian nonprofits. But to my surprise the Christian nonprofits kept drawing me deeper in, and that’s where I found myself concentrating my time.

Early on, an experience consulting with one ministry in particular became a watershed moment for me. It was a residential ministry for youthful criminal offenders who had been placed there by the court. It was particularly challenging work, but it did a lot of good.

After being built over years by the pastor who founded it, the organization transitioned to a new executive director. Sadly, he proved to be poisonous to the ministry. His faith was shallow. He turned out to be a controlling, money-focused leader who created a culture of fear. If a subordinate upset him, he used his power to penalize them. He fired people and replaced them with his relatives. When we conducted our survey, the organizational culture was profoundly negative.

Some on the ministry’s board knew there was a problem, so they invited me to present my findings at an executive session without the director present. I described the toxic workplace culture in detail. Employees were especially angry and grieved that a director who acted contrary to Christian behavior was running a Christian organization and no one was doing anything about it. One board member told me with regret that I was like Nathan the prophet confronting King David. “No,” I replied. “I’m just communicating to you what your employees are experiencing.”

Yet looking back, there was something prophetic in the exchange. It wasn’t just a revelation to the board; it was also a revelation to me. This was one of my first face-to-face situations where I felt deeply how real the data was. It was more than a set of numbers, more than a passel of charts, more than an executive summary of bullet points. It was real, flesh-and-blood people who were seriously suffering because of a bad workplace culture. To see that pain, dysfunction, ineffectiveness, and deception happening in an organization that carried the name of Christ made me angry.

I was angrier when I recognized who the actual victims were. The house parents and staff had a difficult job and were making little money, and on top of it, all their lives were being made miserable from above. But because of how disempowered they were, the people losing out were the kids who lived there. Before they committed their crimes, these kids had been abused in atrocious, unimaginable ways. They were sitting at what might be their last stop, their last crossroads where their course might change before they succumbed to a future of addiction and violence. They needed the best help they could get. But that help was being stolen from them because once again they found themselves in a dysfunctional place.

What stoked my fire even hotter was the dawning realization that this ministry’s condition was extreme but not unique. Many other ministries, churches, and Christian-led businesses—hundreds or even thousands of them—were squandering opportunities, damaging people, and giving Christ a bad name by their toxic cultures.

But I also saw the horizon widen to boundless possibility. I realized that if we could stop what I saw at dysfunctional organizations like that one, if we could reverse the tide, if every Christian-led organization were to gain a flourishing workplace culture, then there would be no limit to what they could do. If my experience with Young Life and my vision of the risen Christ were fused and multiplied exponentially, the whole world would see the face of Christ in his people’s love for one another.




MAP YOUR JOURNEY THROUGH THIS BOOK

This is a book for leaders of every kind of Christian-run organization, and even Christian leaders in secular organizations can benefit greatly from these principles. They have been proven in churches, parachurch ministries, missions organizations, publishers, media organizations, schools, city missions, conference centers, and a host of Christian-owned for-profit businesses in all sorts of industries. You’ll hear hard-earned lessons and penetrating insights from leaders in many of these sectors that the Best Christian Workplaces Institute has been privileged to work with and learn from. The most common catchall term we use for these entities is organizations, so whenever I talk about organizations in this book, I’m talking about yours, whatever category it falls into.

There are multiple ways to read this book. I recommend that you start with chapter one, which describes the basis of Best Christian Workplaces’ FLOURISH model of the eight keys to employee engagement and well-being. It also tells the story of the dramatic transformation of one organization’s culture as a demonstration of what’s possible in every culture. Chapter ten is important as well because it gives guidance on the next steps for your workplace culture to flourish. In between, the bulk of the book consists of one chapter on each of the eight keys to a flourishing culture. The meat of these chapters comes directly from our research into over a thousand workplaces to uncover what engages employees in their work. Of course, you can read straight through, chapter after chapter, in the order of the FLOURISH model. Alternatively, you can read the chapters to come in order of influence they have on workplace culture, which I detail in chapter one. Finally, you can turn straight to the Pulse Survey at the end of this book. That short, sixteen-question self-assessment surfaces your instinctive evaluation of your workplace culture, and you can use the results to focus your attention on the keys to flourishing that matter most to you.

Before you take another step, however, I want to thank you for exploring the road to flourishing in your organization. I have a dream of seeing Christian-led organizations set the standard as the best, most effective workplaces in the world. If we want to cooperate with God in drawing the world to himself, we have nothing better to offer the world than flourishing Christian workplaces. They stand as a witness that life in Christ is truly a flourishing one! They are the best evidence that Jesus really did come so that people could have life to the fullest (John 10:10)—even in their work.
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From Toxic to Flourishing

The Eight Keys to a Transformed Culture
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During my forty-plus years in culture and human resources consulting, I’ve become convinced that any workplace can change. I’ve never seen a flourishing workplace that couldn’t sag into mediocrity. And I’ve never seen a dysfunctional workplace that couldn’t flourish.

One of the most memorable examples to me is an international missions organization I’ll call FMA.1 The ministry was founded and built by a dynamic, pioneering leader, but over time the stress of organizational expansion took a heavy toll on the culture of its home office. By and large, missionaries in the field were supported well and had a good experience, but many employees at headquarters were disengaged, and morale had sunk extremely low.

After the founder moved on from the organization, FMA’s board replaced him with a new president who was willing to take the helm if he could lead from offsite for the first couple of years until he was able to relocate to the organization’s headquarters. The president promptly brought in an executive vice president named Jim to manage the ministry onsite. Jim quickly discovered that the organizational culture was a wreck, so he and Greg, FMA’s vice president of human resources, asked me to help them investigate just how bad things were. They knew that they couldn’t make their ministry better in the future if they didn’t know precisely where they were in the present.

So together we conducted an employee engagement survey to get a read on the workplace culture. When I got the results back, I realized that these two leaders weren’t kidding—the culture was indeed in bad shape. “Guys,” I told them over the phone, “you’re right; this is bad.”

“How bad is it?” they asked.

I didn’t want them to give up in defeat before they started, so I cautiously told them, “You’re in the lower quartile of the organizations Best Christian Workplaces Institute has surveyed.”

“The lowest 25 percent?” they replied. “We knew it was bad; that’s not all that shocking.”

“Well,” I continued, “you’re really in something more like the bottom 10 percent.”

Fortunately, they took that news pretty well too, so I thought they might be ready for the blunt truth. “Okay,” I said, “if you really want to know, your culture might be the worst of any organization we’ve ever worked with!”

To their great credit, the two VPs were undaunted. “Al,” they said, “let’s find out why.”


WHEN A TOXIC CULTURE DOESN’T GO AWAY

Engagement surveys like the one we conducted among FMA’s employees can be very illuminating, but they’re always incomplete without face-to-face dialogue where people can explain why they answered the way they did. So with Jim and Greg’s approval I started to have these candid conversations without management in the room, and employees showed me they had a lot to say.

The most burning issue on their minds—at least on the surface—was wasted talent. “FMA hires great people and burns them out,” said one employee. Of more than fifty statements on the survey, the one FMA’s employees agreed with least was “FMA retains highly qualified employees.”

One young woman’s story was illustrative. One of FMA’s most effective initiatives was a summer experience for college students that took them to the mission field and equipped them for hands-on work there. Many students were so deeply moved by the experience that they went on to become full-time missionaries themselves. This woman likewise found the summer program to be excellently run and very rewarding. When she graduated, she was fired up to help FMA any way she could, so she took a job in the main office. Unfortunately, the gap between her summer experience and her day-to-day experience in the office—which was inevitable to some degree—proved to be enormous. She was frustrated by poor communication and barren workplace camaraderie, and she was hanging on out of sheer loyalty to the ministry she had fallen in love with overseas.

She wasn’t alone. Many young people took jobs at FMA because they were lit up by the organization’s mission and wanted to do whatever they could to help it succeed. Then they got so frustrated with the ministry’s inefficient systems and poor communication that they left. Rather than see the constant turnover as a problem, however, FMA’s management viewed it as a benefit—as they saw it, the mission could save money on a low-paid, short-term workforce until the young employees left for “real” jobs. They didn’t develop pathways for professional growth because they didn’t want to pay more career employees.

On the other hand, those employees who did stay were rewarded with a promotion to management—even when they were not suited for it. “FMA promotes the most qualified employees” got the third-lowest survey score. Managers were appointed for their seniority, not their supervisory skills, and management training wasn’t supplied to those who recognized their deficiencies and were hungry to learn. (“I’m provided with the training needed to do my job effectively” was the fourth lowest-rated statement.) “We need to hire and promote people who fit the position they’re hired for instead of people who have been here the longest,” complained one employee. “We laid off some of our best performers simply because they were here the shortest amount of time.”

Still, the ministry’s overall talent level was good; it was the ineffective way it was deployed and managed that seemed to be the problem. “We have lots of creative people because leadership wants to have creative people work here,” one employee said. “But in reality, once they get here, managers keep them in a box and force them to toe the line.”

A different employee supplied another striking example of wasted talent. I asked him to tell me what at FMA gave him life. He answered, “I work at FMA because it gives me a chance to interface with our missionaries.” Each summer FMA brought missionaries home from the field to a conference at headquarters, and the office would pull out all the stops to treat them like royalty. It required all hands on deck. This employee enthusiastically described how much he loved hearing about the work missionaries were doing and how much he loved building relationships with them in fun activities. He went on and on about how engaging and meaningful it was to him and how much he looked forward to those two weeks every summer.

I asked him, “So, what do you do the other fifty weeks of the year?”

“I work in accounting,” he said, “and I can’t stand it.” It was a jaw-dropping revelation of how an immense talent in hospitality and missionary communication was being wasted, and everyone—the employee, the organization, and the missionaries—suffered as a result.

Closely related to the issue of wasted talent was job insecurity. “FMA provides good job security for employees who perform well” received the second-lowest score. Every year a financial crisis sent the fear of layoffs racing through the organization. Employees wanted to feel safe in their jobs. As one tersely put it, “I’d like to have more than 270-day job security.”

Compounding the annual financial crisis was a recent decision to eliminate the marketing department and outsource its functions. That move sent a shockwave of mistrust through the ministry. “The outsourcing decision showed us that we don’t matter—that our jobs don’t matter, and we could be gone tomorrow,” one employee expressed bitterly. “It’s not safe here.”

Employees believed that their jobs would be safe if not for pervasive, ongoing mismanagement. The ministry would get a large, seasonal influx of donations and use it to ramp up activity and hire more people. Then in the dry fundraising season they would run out of money and lay off people. Their planning was poor and their model was broken, and employees knew it.

Employees also knew who was to blame. When one told me about what needed to improve in his department, I asked him whether he had talked to his supervisor about any of those matters. He sat back with a gasp and rolled his eyes so demonstratively I almost heard it. The message was loud and clear: “Have I ever talked to my supervisor? Of course I have! All the time! But nothing changes!” Employees didn’t expect things to get any better; the seventh-lowest survey score belonged to “Over the past year, FMA has changed for the better.”

Mismanagement caused turnover, and then turnover exacerbated mismanagement by gutting the ministry of the practical knowledge it needed to function. Operational continuity was ruined because it wasn’t built on systems but on what individuals knew how to do. Whenever individuals left, knowledge of how things got done left too.

Indeed, inefficiency and disorganization composed another broad problem identified by employees. Many of them recognized faults in how their departments functioned that could have been cured by better systems, but leadership hadn’t invested in them. For example, FMA didn’t have a comprehensive accounting system. They didn’t hire accountants or buy accounting software; instead, they moved untrained people into the accounting department and had them use spreadsheets. They sent out letters to donors, but there wasn’t a comprehensive fundraising system. Either of these improvements could have alleviated the recurring financial problem, but employees felt they didn’t have a say in how things could operate effectively.

As bad as things were within departments, coordination among departments was predictably worse. (“There is good teamwork across departments” received the ninth-lowest score.) Different departments scheduled multiple events simultaneously and faced an unpleasant surprise when they clashed. Each department had goals that the others didn’t know about, so there was no coordination to meet them. Some employees felt that the organization’s mission statement described some parts of the ministry but not what their unit was tasked to do.

Lack of consistency also manifested in a lack of accountability that deeply dissatisfied employees. “Some employees are not held accountable for their actions,” said one. “There are double standards of employee conduct tolerated by senior management,” said another. A third dug pointedly into what she saw as the root: “Because we are Christians, for the sake of being nice, we sacrifice honesty.”

The survey bore this sentiment out with bottom-ten scores of both “People are responsible and held accountable” (sixth lowest) and “People have good conflict resolution skills” (tenth lowest). I also heard it in conversation where words like accountability, integrity, and consistency were spoken with passion.

All these issues came together in employees’ distrust of senior leadership. Many found upper management to be both untrustworthy and incompetent, but the board didn’t require them to answer for it; instead the rank and file suffered the consequences. “Morale is the lowest I’ve ever seen in the time I’ve worked here,” said one employee. “Upper management doesn’t know how to boost morale and in more than one situation made choices that undercut it.” Employees believed that the overall accountability problem in the ministry started at the top. “Accountability is lacking in the leadership, and it trickles down,” one said.

“I think the leadership team should be overhauled,” said another employee. But he added a plea that shed light on another reason for the pervasive distrust: “There needs to be someone leading who can communicate and be present.” Before the new president and Jim, the executive VP, were hired, things had gotten bad enough. But now the person running the organization onsite wasn’t known, and the offsite president wasn’t even seen. There was a good reason that “FMA has a high level of trust” was the fifth-lowest survey response—at a time of crisis, no one knew the people calling the shots—and much less believed in them.

It didn’t help that senior leadership didn’t collaborate on decisions with other levels of management. “All decisions are made at the VP level,” said one employee. “There’s communication but no creativity between levels of management.” Another put the disconnection in painfully personal terms: “It hurts to see good employees not empowered. I feel divorced from the leadership.”




A FLOURISHING CULTURE IS A CRITICAL ADVANTAGE

Each of the concerns voiced by FMA’s staff could be viewed as a discrete problem on its own, but all of them together added up to a problem with the ministry’s culture. Culture can be thought of as “how we do things around here.”2 It comprises the shared beliefs and values of a group, expressed in priorities, decisions, and above all behaviors. In formal and informal ways, culture is established by the people in the group with the greatest perceived authority and status—usually identified leaders. These culture-shapers communicate and reinforce norms that shape the expectations and actions of people in the group.

A group’s culture powerfully affects how much people personally engage with what the group is doing. I experienced this in a very positive way as a young adult with Young Life—the culture of the local leadership team was so engaging that I couldn’t tear myself away, and outsiders were attracted to it. In the same way every workplace has a culture too. It silently shapes employee engagement, their disposition to give of themselves of their own free will to the organization’s success.

The more an organizational culture is flourishing, then, the more energy, diligence, and joy your employees bring to what they do. They’re more honest, more trusting, and more unified with one another, which sparks extraordinary cooperation and creativity. They become single-mindedly committed to the organization’s mission because they believe that their organization cares about them. They believe that they can be truly productive for things that matter through their organization, and that becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. They go the extra mile and choose to put their discretionary effort into what they do. They look forward to coming to work every day because of the vitality they find there. A team full of employees like this can’t help but produce at a level of effectiveness that far exceeds the output of a mediocre culture.

Unsurprisingly, if a flourishing culture engages workers, a culture that isn’t flourishing disengages them. There’s a wide range of suboptimal cultures, from modestly healthy to downright toxic, and as an organization slides down the scale, the consequences become more and more apparent. People become dissatisfied with their jobs; they merely do what they need to do to get by. Innovation disappears. Interpersonal conflicts sprout and escalate. Some people begin actively undermining leaders. Employees take off all the time they can get, and for both legitimate and illegitimate reasons sick time soars. Turnover increases, and in particular, top performers find work elsewhere. Because the best people are gone, productivity drops sharply and goals aren’t met. Poor outcomes proliferate and revenue declines.

From time to time I hear the dismissive criticism that culture is “soft stuff” that doesn’t affect the bottom line. Or I hear the assumption that employee well-being has to do with soothing whiny workers by putting gourmet coffee in the breakroom or rewarding them with a spa day. Tell that to the hard workers at FMA. Look back at what they told me was causing the most problems for their work experience: wasted talent, job insecurity, mismanagement, inefficiency and disorganization, lack of accountability, and distrust of senior leadership. Is there anything soft about this list? These are the sorts of things that keep the most hardheaded executives in the most demanding industries up at night.

You might not believe it, and they might not say it directly, but more than anything, your employees care about the effectiveness of your ministry, school, or business. The workplace culture they want is one that makes the organization succeed. They can work without perks, but they can’t work without purpose and promise. In my experience if someone in an organization isn’t taking practical impact seriously enough, it generally isn’t the employees but the leaders.




WHY WORKPLACE CULTURE MATTERS NOW MORE THAN EVER

The health of an organization’s culture is important at all times. Nevertheless, it is especially important for the times we’re living in.

We’re currently living through a major generational transition in organizations. Much was made of the entry of the millennial generation into the workplace twenty years ago. Among those millennials are today’s frontline managers, and baby boomers are rapidly retiring while Generation Z is emerging into the workforce. When leadership roles are filled by adept technology users who want to know every day that they are liked, the rules are changing. The shift to a workplace where personal fulfillment, access to influence, and meaningful mission are workers’ baseline expectations is almost complete. For these employees culture isn’t an afterthought; it’s the whole enchilada. Like it or not, they’re not willing to work for a toxic organization merely out of an abstract duty to do God’s work or provide for their family.

The passing of generations isn’t the only change. At the time of this writing, prognosticators are speculating about the shape of the world after the Covid-19 pandemic. We expect that many who were propelled into working from home—the acceleration of a preexisting trend—aren’t coming back. That’s only one feature of the changes foisted on Christian organizations; it is emblematic of the fast pace of change that characterizes our VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) world. Even aside from the aftermath of the pandemic, the crisis itself freshly exposed how important it is that leaders be resilient in the face of volatile change, which the workplace is not insulated from.

For leaders to respond resiliently, they have to adapt with agility. At the same time, however, there are certain fundamentals about flourishing workplaces that persist through changing times. Grasping the keys to workplace performance and sustainability allows organizations to thrive as conditions evolve. It isn’t about plugging in the same strategy that always worked before. It’s about understanding the deep truths that shape every new workplace strategy that succeeds in emerging circumstances. No matter how circumstances change, if these key elements are nurtured, protected, and improved, workers engage in their work and their workplace with verve and creativity. A workforce like this can find a way to overcome any challenge.

Unfortunately, it’s hard to improve your culture if you don’t know what it is. Everyone in a culture feels the culture, but that’s not the same as naming it or measuring it. Worse, the higher you rise as a leader in any organization, the more distant you become from what is happening in the day-to-day realities and reactions of employees. If you don’t measure your culture, it’s easy to stop seeing to it; if you see the same lopsided picture on the wall every day, you stop recognizing that it’s lopsided.

So for leaders to improve their culture they have to be able to identify what drives their organization to flourish and measure for it. I’m so convinced of this that I’ve spent almost two decades learning the features that drive flourishing cultures in Christian-led organizations, how to measure them, and how to guide organizations on their road to flourishing.




EIGHT KEYS TO A FLOURISHING WORKPLACE CULTURE

The measure of organizational culture is the engagement of its employees. Employee engagement is a way of saying that team members are motivated to bring their fullest contribution, their unique giftedness and creativity, to their role in the organization for the sake of its success. And they do—they feel empowered by their leaders and inspired by their workplace to make a voluntary, personal investment.

When Best Christian Workplaces conducts a fifty-plus question employee engagement survey in an organization, we investigate engagement by asking employees about their agreement with four statements in particular:


	1. “I would recommend my organization to others as a good place to work”—the energy question.


	2. “I would rate my organization as an exceptional place to serve”—the enthusiasm question.


	3. “I would prefer to remain with my organization even if a comparable role at a higher pay level were available in another organization”—the commitment question.


	4. “I am motivated to put in extra effort beyond what is expected to help my organization succeed”—the passion question.




Employees’ answers to these questions give us a sense of how many are engaged with, disengaged from, and neutral to the organization. But more importantly, we can compare their answers to these questions to questions about other aspects of organizations. The tighter the relationship between an engagement question and some other question—that is, the more that ratings on two questions rise and fall together—the more powerful an effect that aspect has on employee engagement.

The great tipping point in our understanding of employee engagement came when we collected enough data from workplaces to identify objectively the key elements of a flourishing workplace culture. Independent researchers subjected our whole database to a statistical process called factor analysis, which groups together questions that people tend to answer the same way. It yielded eight distinct clusters of questions pointing to eight keys to flourishing. Although the clusters were independent of each other, all of them were linked to overall employee engagement. Any employer with high scores in most or all of the clusters had a flourishing workplace culture.

The results of this analysis were hugely significant. For the first time we were able to go beyond instinct and hunches borne of experiential wisdom. We had rock-solid evidence of the factors that drive a Christian organization’s culture to flourish. They aren’t based on anyone’s personal opinion but on empirical data from hundreds of real-life, Christian-led workplaces.

We call these the eight keys to a flourishing workplace culture, represented by the acronym FLOURISH.

Fantastic teams. Flourishing cultures nourish cohesive teams that effectively engage in passionate, open dialogue. Because they function so well together, these teams accomplish more than what any one individual can do on their own.

Life-giving work. Flourishing cultures engage people in work that is full of meaning, significance, and purpose. Staff members are devoted to their role and can utilize their skills and spiritual gifts in what they do.

Outstanding talent. Flourishing cultures engage highly qualified people with the necessary calling, character, competence, chemistry, and contribution to achieve the organization’s mission. They recruit outstanding talent and then reward, retain, and promote it.

Uplifting growth. Flourishing cultures raise the performance of individuals, teams, and the organization as a whole to meet the challenges of a changing world. Growth emerges from a combination of job-related experience, insightful interaction with supervisors and coaches, and continuing education.

Rewarding compensation. Flourishing cultures provide significant, tangible remuneration and benefits for employees’ service. Equitable total compensation plans provide employees with peace of mind that their personal and family financial needs are being met and that their employer values their contribution.

Inspirational leadership. Flourishing cultures have leaders who both exhibit good character and are competent to lead. The organization proactively selects, promotes, and trains such leaders who have a genuine, deep, vibrant relationship with Christ.

Sustainable strategy. Flourishing cultures follow a deliberate, effective approach to serve their constituents. They have an excellent business plan to meet the need the organization has set out to remedy and to achieve the organization’s vision.

Healthy communication. Flourishing cultures feature an environment of open dialogue between employees and leaders who seek for and act on employees’ suggestions and explain the reasons behind decisions. The organization values diversity and maintains a climate of mutual accountability, innovation, and unity.

Statistical analysis verifies that these eight keys account for over 80 percent of what engages employees at work. These aren’t the only factors; for example, we don’t ask questions about the physical environment that employees work in, and there may be other influences on their engagement as well. But for a survey of this scope, 80 percent of total influence is quite high.

The eight keys were not all our data had to teach us, however. We were also able to determine with precision which factors had the biggest positive effect on a workplace culture using a method called relative weights analysis. With this tool we could rank the keys to flourishing culture according to their influence on employee engagement. Although they differ slightly across workplace sectors (churches, missions organizations, goods and services companies, and so forth), they consistently cluster in three groups:


	1. The strongest overall influence on workplace culture is inspirational leadership, closely followed by life-giving work.


	2. After these comes a sustainable strategy. The other medium-influence keys are healthy communication and outstanding talent in a virtual tie.


	3. Weaker (though still important) influences are uplifting growth, rewarding compensation, and fantastic teams.




By examining itself through the lens of the eight keys to a flourishing culture, an organization can get a clear view of the strengths to soar on and weaknesses to shore up in its workplace culture. In addition, because we know the relative importance of the keys, we can pinpoint the areas where improvement will do the most good.




HOW ONE ORGANIZATION WENT FROM TOXIC TO FLOURISHING

When we presented FMA’s leadership with what we learned from employees, Jim, Greg, and the rest of the team took it with grace and earnestness, eager to do the hard work of cultural transformation. The first important step was to take small but swift actions that communicated to employees that they were heard and that things were changing, because the only thing worse for morale than not listening to employees is to ask for their feedback and do nothing.
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