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The real voyage of discovery

consists not in seeking new lands,

but in seeing with new eyes.

Marcel Proust


PRAISE FOR PEOPLE STUFF


“Leadership is a daily rollercoaster ride. When leading people, often the only thing we can control is ourselves ... the way we react and the way we respond. People Stuff is an insightful and practical guide for any leader. It’s a must-read book to help you lead with wisdom when it comes to all that ‘people stuff.’”

Gabrielle Dolan, bestselling author of
Real Communication and Stories for Work

“People Stuff goes beyond leadership styles, tactics and tips, to the very core of how you see yourself, your people and your organisation. This is an advanced book about developing wisdom and mastery as a leader. Essential reading for any leader who wants to be the best version of themselves.”

Peter Cook, Chairman, Thought Leaders Business School

“Zoë turns complex information into practical stories that we can relate to and apply for ourselves to make us better leaders.”

Andrew Spencer, Chair, Australian Farm Institute

“If understanding people in depth – from self to others – is a metaskill for leaders in 2020 and beyond, then People Stuff is a guiding light on becoming better at this for leaders at all stages.”

Matt Linnegar, CEO, Australian Rural Leadership Foundation

“People Stuff is a great read. It is a practical and insightful guide for leaders who want to fine-tune their leadership when it comes to their people, while keeping it real.”

Sharon Tuffin, CEO, Karralika Programs Inc.

“People Stuff is insightful, practical and of enormous value in addressing the real issues that impact everyday business. What I loved about this book was that it helped me think more deeply about these everyday issues and then develop better approaches and solutions to these issues.”

Dr Ian Taylor, Executive Director,
Cotton Research and Development Corporation

“Filled with wise insights, penetrating (and useful) questions, and a brilliant set of archetypes, People Stuff made me reconsider what leadership is, and how to do it well. I would highly recommend you partake of Zoë’s practical wisdom, as it will help you be a better version of the leader you are.”

Andrew Deering, Leader in People and Operations,
Author, Coach, Facilitator, The Deering Group


For Us


INTRODUCTION

We live in extraordinary times. Dickens might say: it was the best of times, it was the King Kong craziest of times! We have the world’s knowledge in our pocket. We can geo-locate simultaneously across four continents with the power of videoconferencing. We can grow replacement body parts in a lab. We can print pizza. Mind blowing.

This interconnected world offers a cornucopia of cultures, tastes, and adventures. We don’t even need to leave our living rooms for these experiences; virtual reality gives us a banquet of sights and sounds. All this connection means that we can evolve as a species at light speed. We can share resources instantaneously and build ideas exponentially. It’s the compounding effect on steroids! No longer do we look for Moon shots, but Mars shots!1 This is the first generation in human history that is likely to become an interplanetary civilisation.

This magical world comes with some risks. We are blind to the ramifications – while our systems are amazing, they’re not resilient. A breakdown pulls a thread that unravels entire global networks. Thresholds can be breached quickly, threatening total system breakdowns.

When the internet crashes, entire businesses are paralysed. No emails, no research, no surfing. Without checking phones or devices we are forced into that archaic practice known to ancestors as ‘in-person conversation’.

Things can get serious fast. Social media can spread rumours and innuendo around the globe in an instant. When this is nothing more than speculation about the latest celebrity meltdown or alien abduction, then it’s nothing more than titillation. When it’s a margin call of the highly interconnected USA financial system (such as the Global Financial Crisis of 2008), the fallout is global. The recession was felt around the world for years. As I write this book, the COVID-19 crisis is in full swing, spreading around the planet, and the future of global health unknown. Millions infected, hundreds of thousands dying, healthcare systems busting at the seams, and millions out of work.

If ever we needed solid leadership, then it’s now. The complexity and scale of this pandemic requires nimble and collaborative efforts.

Amid this transformation, we are experiencing a crisis of trust in leadership. We have lost faith in our political leaders. We have lost faith in our religious and business leaders. In our media. And for some, the very idea of democracy. From endless Royal Commissions to leadership spills, from fake news, to cyber hacking and even to the weird worship of social influencers. As a collective, we’ve lost our perspective.

Given our current context, we simply cannot lead the way that we used to. We need to turn leadership on its head. Whether leading on a global stage or a local one, leadership needs a new point of view. A new perspective to help us see more clearly.

This book is for you

You’re a leader, contending with these crazy times and trying to do your best. You’re sitting in your office, staring out the window. Your vision is clear and compelling. Your passion and energy is boundless. You feel capable and competent. When things are going well, you love your team and enjoy the keen dynamic. But today has been a tough day. The pressure to deliver is immense, the scrutiny relentless – both inside the organisation and outside of it. The world seems to be going to hell in a hand basket, and you’re left holding the handles.

And there’s this other stuff. The ‘people stuff’.

It’s been a day of interruptions. Complaints. Of closed door, hushed conversations with overtones. Staff at each other’s throats. Or worse, quietly seething. There are constant small frictions. It’s the little things in the people stuff that burn you, just a bit, each day. At this point your inner voice kicks in: “Why are they so difficult? I’d love to sack them all and start again. If it weren’t for people, leadership would be so much easier.”

People stuff gets people down. It’s frustrating and exhausting. Leadership is not a solo activity and teamwork is just that – work. While people can be the biggest source of headaches at work, they can also be the biggest joy. Together we can wrestle challenges to the ground, kick spectacular goals, and celebrate triumphant, happy in each other’s company.

Let’s do more of that – the fun stuff in people stuff.

Let’s face it, there are an infinite number of books about leadership to help you through. From authentic to transformational, ethical and collaborative ... these focus on the many different styles of leadership you can adopt.

In People Stuff, we will create a lens for how you will see.

As leaders, we need to shift how we see the world, others, and ourselves. An advanced handbook for creating this seismic shift, People Stuff looks at perspective as the catalyst for all change. If we change how we see, we change how we behave as a result. When we change the way we look at things, things don’t change, we do. And we want this to be a positive and powerful experience for us and those around us.

At the heart of it, we need to master complexity and master inclusion. The more we see, the farther we look, the more we include in our perspective. And the more responsive and informed we will be as leaders. We can take smart action after that.

People Stuff is about developing wisdom and the ability to master leadership in complexity. It is about developing compassion and the ability to master inclusion as a practice with no limits. And about developing people and the ability to show up, centred and composed.

People Stuff is for leaders who deal with people every day. You might have a team you manage, or run an organisation with several teams in play. Regardless of the scale and scope of your leadership context, this book helps with the people stuff you face. The health of every organisation depends on it. People stuff skills keep your people and your business units thriving and interacting with others.

In Loyalty (2018), I reflected on organisational culture and the need to adapt to the pace of world change, and the far-reaching influence of automation and globalisation. But in 2020 the pace and scale of change has cranked up to a whole new level. Regardless of our context or what’s happening around us, the real stuff – the people stuff – is our ongoing work.

I am now into my fourth decade of working with leaders around the globe. In this time, I have mapped many patterns of individual and team behaviour – some that work, some that don’t. I’ve been an insider to some of the most challenging experiences of leadership: mutinies, sackings, board spills, infidelities, betrayals, bitchiness and bullying, meltdowns, financial implosions, backroom politics, undermining, white anting, and toxic cultures. My first priority was to support the leader and their team through the crisis. Then it was to unpack what happened. I always wondered: ‘How did we get here’? How do good people with good intentions end up in such torn and difficult circumstances? What causes the chaffing and needling? The bitterness and frustration? Is it possible to build a workplace where these things fade away? Where work gets done, people love what they do and who they do it with?

My musings kept me digging and exploring. I wanted to find out what was behind people’s drivers. Where leaders should start in dealing with the people stuff, and how to show up more composed. How can we become the better version of ourselves?

As a seeker, I ferreted insights from books and other leaders. I stumbled on insights in my own observations and reflection. I gained new awareness when courageous people cared enough to tell me how my behaviour affected them. Those were the toughest: like being told you’ve been tracking dog poo across the floor when returning from a walk. Mortification, embarrassment. And a need to clean things up.

One of my deeply-held beliefs is that who we are and how we show up ripples across the world. Interconnectivity is not just for the internet, it’s for our collective consciousness. As I drilled into the immediate and painful experiences of leaders, I also shared their deep concern for the future of the planet and humanity. But when zooming out, there is a danger we become paralysed in the face of the complexity and scale of the issues. This concerned me. If we are to make progress against any challenges, then we need to galvanise our creativity and collaborate to find solutions. Paralysis is not an option. How then can we see the big picture, understand it, and then take action in our own sphere of influence in a meaningful way? I became obsessed with helping big thinkers, with big hearts, to make a big difference.

Zooming in and zooming out became a way of seeing and being for me. I learned to flow from the big picture and bring it back to immediate actions and what I could do as an individual leader. This is my focus with leaders now. We work on deep personal awareness, broad global awareness, and practical steps to work our way forward through it together. I developed maps for understanding the territories: a map for ourselves as leaders, a map for understanding others, and a map for understanding the big picture.

The little things that drive us nuts in the people stuff are critical. The ‘little things’ are things that clog our productivity engine. Little bits of friction that wear down at the joins, bit by bit. The little things affect the whole. It’s in dealing with these little things that we look after the big things. In this book, we will zoom out to the big picture and then zoom back in again to the practical aspect of dealing with the immediate and painful people stuff bits.

Zooming in and out, leading with wisdom and compassion, are the skills I wish to leave you with. In doing so, one leader at a time, we make the world a better place.

Zoë Routh
Canberra, Australia
June 2020


PART ONE

Context
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​The start of gaining perspective

It’s happened more than once. There’s a triangular patch of dirt at the top of our driveway that from my perspective, gives space for misaligned reversals up the steep slope. From a dog’s perspective, it’s also the perfect spot, apparently, to do its business. On a few occasions we’ve been left a nice pile of steaming turds. In my mind’s eye I imagine the dog doing its work and then carrying on, satisfied. I imagine the owners looking furtively around for witnesses, then shuffling away – having made the escape – leaving the mess for someone else to deal with.

How then can someone blatantly ignore the rules of both dog ownership and neighbourly courtesy?

People can drive you nuts. It’s the small things ... that go on, day after day.

The public space smokers. The public transport loud-talking mobile phone users. The hog-the-whole sidewalk slow walkers. At work, there are the gossipers. The underminers. The accountability-shirkers. The “it’s not my job” bleaters. The “they don’t pay me enough” complainers.

It’s enough to drive us mad! How can people lack so much self-awareness? How can people be so damned inconsiderate and selfish?

We could aim to rise above it. If someone cuts us off in traffic, take a deep breath, pause, and ask: “Just like me, this person might be having a bad day.” Find a modicum of compassion, resist the urge to ram their tailgate or flip them a rude gesture, and let them through.

I try to think of this as I stare at yet another pile of dog shit on my lawn. Wisdom and compassion. Breathe (gag). Pause. Is the dog owner just having a bad day? Or are they just an inconsiderate jerk?

It’s possible they had more issues than they were equipped to deal with. It’s possible that their life had been a series of tragedies and misfortune so that their default response was aggression and defensiveness. Or maybe they just forgot the plastic poop baggie.

We’ll never know.

Here we come to the heart of people stuff.

People do and say stuff that drives us crazy. Stuff we find annoying at best, reprehensible at worst. We don’t know what’s driving their behaviour, but as leaders we have to deal with it.

There are two ways of dealing with this:

1. React

or

2. Respond.

Reacting feels good. There is nothing more satisfying than moral outrage. “I’m right, they’re wrong. They’re an asshole, I am virtuous”.

Responding without an emotional, judgmental narrative takes more work. It takes great emotional agility to get to the point where you can witness someone’s poor behaviour and all its consequences, and then address it with grace.

I’m still working on that. My guess is that if you’ve picked up this book, you are too. The move to be more Zen starts with a shift in perspective.

This perspective is the gateway to change.

If we can see the furtive dog owner as a fellow human with all their beautiful flaws, then we can move to a better leadership response.

Perspective is pivotal. It’s central to how we evolve as humans. Perspective is core to making effective short-term interventions as well as long-term plans.

It’s not for the faint-hearted. When we see with new eyes, our past beliefs drop away. There is nothing more unsettling than having what we felt as truth crumble beneath us. If it’s no longer true that the dog owner is a selfish bastard, but a flawed human being just like me, what then do I do with the outrage? Who then am I to judge them so harshly? And how then do I stop them with a peaceful heart instead of a vengeful one? These are troublesome transitions.


​The problems you face as a leader

I ran a survey of my social media followers and clients about their biggest people stuff challenges. 2

Here are some of the answers to the question: “What’s your biggest struggle in dealing with other people?”


	Saying one thing to my face but behaving differently

	Competing agendas

	Not getting 100% buy-in

	Managing passive-aggressive behaviour

	Making sure I don’t offend by being a bit direct at times

	Poor communication, often caused by poor leadership, professional immaturity and people working in silos

	Being a policeman when two parties (staff members) have unsupportive and destructive behaviour

	Getting the difficult ones to leave and the good ones to stay (can I say that?!)

	Generational gaps. I am a young boomer and have a different work ethic to kids these days

	Considered ‘too nice’

	People with no experience who keep trying to tell me how to do my job.



Like you, leaders struggle when others say or do things that they find troubling. Depending on our tolerance for conflict, this friction can be niggling through to traumatic. Worse, poor behaviour can escalate over time and become normalised.

Ultimately, this is what we really want:


	To do our job and do it well

	Contribute to something meaningful and feel proud of our work

	Share ideas, be heard and respected

	Learn, grow and have a sense of accomplishment

	Uplift others

	Be engaging and inspiring

	Guide positive change

	For our people to be happy at work

	For our people to play nice and share the toys.



As leaders, we are also mindful of not wanting to make things worse. We might be too emotional, or not emotional enough. We may be wound up too tight, ready to explode – or locked down, our inner world tucked away in an icebox. We might fear being too clinical, too tough, too direct. We worry that we might make the wrong decision. We know that we’re not spending enough time on the big picture thinking, the future planning. We are in awe of leaders like Elon Musk: leaders making the future real now. Leaders with real vision. What are we doing to make humanity better? Dealing with the day-to-day grind of problem solving and people stuff, we feel burdened and weighed down, our progress sluggish. Late at night, we worry that we might not be up to the task.

There is a gap between our aspirations and our current reality. This gap is filled with people stuff. Stuff that drains our energy, interferes with plans, and scuppers productivity. This gap can feel insurmountable.

I believe we can overcome differences. I believe that differences add to the beautiful tapestry of the work-life experience. I believe that when we look too closely at the individual threads, we see only how some are snagged, some are wound tight, and some are frayed. With perspective, we can zoom out to see the larger picture.

We need to shift our perspective so we can see what is driving the behaviour that we find irksome. There are often systems and context that generate the awkward people stuff. Once we can see the issues, we can fix them.


​Leadership in crisis

Our immediate concerns with people stuff issues are set against a general cynicism towards leadership. This makes our job even harder, as we have few models of ethical and effective leadership in the public arena. We may also be tarred by the same brush: leaders are susceptible to pitfalls of power and corruption. As leaders, our people might eye us with the same suspicion.

We are experiencing a crisis of trust in leadership. We have fake news, stories generated for clickbait on the scantest of information, or even outright lies. We have alleged hacking of social media by foreign governments for political outcomes in other countries. We have uninformed opinions thrust upon us by supposed ‘influencers’. The more of a social media following someone has, the more perceived trustworthiness they enjoy. Scary.

We have lost faith in our political leaders. Around the world, there is strong critique of government. For lack of a strong stance and action on climate change, for political corruption, for self-serving decision-making, for factionalism, for lack of vision.

We have lost faith in our business leaders. We look at the scandals related to WeWork and its astounding collapse, or the remarkable travesty of the Volkswagen saga, where deliberate deception of authorities for financial gain was systemic. And then in Australia we have the Royal Commission into Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and Financial Services Industry, where time and time again, across all the institutions, there was unethical behaviour: such as making up bank accounts, and charging for services that didn’t exist. It’s appalling.

We have lost faith in our religious leaders. The Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse has horrified us all. It is hard to have a sense of trust in leaders of institutions given the facts around these cases.

We have lost faith in public figures. The Weinstein incidents that launched the #MeToo movement exposed how power and its corrupting effects has had a negative impact on the previously voiceless masses.

We have lost faith in our leftist ideals. We are seeing a return to nationalist movements, to protect our own, to make our own country great again. We see this in America with Trump’s populist sentiments. We see it in the United Kingdom with Brexit. Everywhere, many people are retreating from the global forum to look after their own particular, parochial, isolated concerns.

We have lost faith in media. Where is the independence in media? We see foreign interference in elections and propagation of false stories. We see Facebook refusing to take down fake news and misleading advertising and social media, because they feel that it’s not their responsibility.

Trust in democracy is also eroding (see Appendix A: Trust in public life). According to research in The Conversation, “Fewer than 41% of Australian citizens are satisfied with the way democracy works in Australia, down from 86% in 2007.3”

Our world view, how we see ourselves in the world and our purpose in it, has to change if we are going to survive our own innovations. We have to get beyond the election cycle planning of current politics. We need long-term strategic planning. We must rise above factionalism, nationalism, and protectionism, because we simply cannot escape the bonds that tie all of us together. All of us share ever-increasing points of connection. Our current political and government systems are not equipped and not agile enough to deal with the shocks that can come from these types of global crises. Our leaders are grossly ill-equipped to handle this kind of volatility.

The more connected we are, the more vulnerable we are. We are only as strong as our weakest member. Our resilience is tested not by the strong, but by the most frail amongst us. We cannot afford to think and operate in silos. Not in our businesses, not as nations.

The more connected we are, the more inclusive our thinking needs to be.

There’s a lot to be worried about with our loss of faith in leadership generally, yet the people I work with are powerful leaders. They want to do the right thing. They’re ethically driven. They are concerned about their community, they’re concerned about their organisations, and they want to do good in the world. This gives me hope. This is the starting point.

We need the fundamentals of learning a new perspective, a new perspective on our values: who we are as leaders, how we see others and how we see the world. We need to see them first before we can adopt and adapt to this new context.

If we are to rebuild our faith in our political leaders, our institutions, our organisations, our value system, then we need to start from the inside-out. And that takes a rigorous self-examination to begin with. We need to examine how we see ourselves, how we see others and how we see the world. Together, we can craft a new experience in this interconnected, amazing, modern day.

If only it was as easy as reframing how we look at dog shit. But it’s a start.


​Developmental frameworks for People Stuff


My perspective on leadership development and much of the work in this book has its root in integral leadership theory and models. The core concepts in these theories is that our individual and collective worldview can evolve in ever more inclusive and complex models of seeing and being in the world. Ken Wilber’s insights4 on cleaning up, growing up, waking up, and showing up is woven through much of this book.5

Cleaning up is about integrating shadows, or parts of us we have denied and suppressed that we end up projecting on others. When we integrate and deal with our shadow parts, it helps us to drop a lot of conflict we have in our personal and professional relationships.

Growing up is about shifting our perception of ourselves, others and the world to be more inclusive. It’s when we realise that we each have a piece of the truth, and therefore truth is relative, and is dependent on our point of view.

Waking up is about discovering our true self; the part of us that is beyond our identities, our thoughts, our habits, our beliefs. It’s about accessing the part of us that is the witness, the observer, the part of us that is beyond physical and temporal constraints. Anything we can see is not who we really are. It is sometimes described as pure awareness, consciousness or pure being.

Showing up is about doing work in service to the whole. As we exercise leadership in the smallest and biggest ways in each aspect of our day-to-day life, we get to choose how we show up. It’s a big calling. Leadership work, people stuff work, is confronting. We need to face demons, heal old wounds, practice forgiveness, and show courage.


​Together we’ll create the solution

I wrote People Stuff because I know leaders in organisations believe in their work and the benefit it provides their clients and the world. I believe they want to do the right thing and that they want to be a leader worth following. They want to be part of something great, to lead a team worth belonging to.

If you want to improve return on effort and decrease the time spent on people issues, this book is your pathway. With People Stuff in hand, you’ll have:


	Less drain, more gain. Stop your interactions leaving you fed up; be freed up.

	Fewer complaints, better staff. Take your culture from crappy to happy.

	Save hours per week on staff issues. Turn your productivity from stuck to smooth.



Getting the people stuff right is no easy thing.

People stuff is messy. People stuff is hard. People stuff is prickly and rough. People stuff is slow and sluggish.

The secret, my friend, is perspective. We start there. How we see ourselves, others and the world directs our actions and determines our outcomes. Our perspective, our people insight, is our most important superpower. Everything cascades from there.

We want the ability to see as much as possible without losing sight of what is most important, and to make sense of it all. This is what we will be tackling.


​How to use  People Stuff


I’ve written this advanced handbook to be as practical as possible for leaders at all stages of their development. At the same time, I’ve also included depth for those who want more background and understanding of theory.

We start with maps of people stuff problems. When we have something like a map for the issues we have, it makes it easier to craft an approach that leads to better outcomes. The more maps we have, the more relaxed we can be as we can then read the patterns in the behaviour that we are experiencing. When we can read the territory, navigating it is a whole lot simpler.

The practice of perspective is our first map reading skill. It walks us through the different ways we can focus, kind of like adjusting the focus lens of a set of binoculars.

Next we take our map reading skills, zooming in and out of the issues from different angles, to help us develop new points of view. There are three points of view on people stuff we aim to develop in this book:


	YOU: Perspective on the self

	THEM: Perspective on others

	US: Perspective on the bigger things
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