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Common sense is the knack of seeing things as they are, and doing things as they ought to be done.


 — Josh Billings










Foreword


Marshall Goldsmith


As a business educator, coach, and author, I typically work with successful people who want to get better at what they do. Sometimes that means counseling executives who have lost their “You Are Here” map. That blueprint could be internal — Where am I going? — or external — How does what I do fit inside this organization? Usually it’s a mix of the two. The people I work with often come to understand that the skills that made them successful aren’t always the same ones that can take them to the next level.


Why shouldn’t this same confusion also affect organizations? Many companies have been doing what they do for so long, often so well, too, that they no longer question themselves. People and companies tend to be delusional about their strengths and weaknesses, focusing on the former and brushing aside the latter. (Usually this is obvious to outsiders, less so to anyone inside the company.) What many companies don’t realize is that their success has come about not because of but in spite of various entrenched habits, behaviors, rules, policies, and cultures.


Martin Lindstrom has spent years as a pioneering global branding consultant. Thinkers50 has named him among the world’s top fifty business leaders three years in a row. He’s routinely behind so many dazzling innovations that sometimes it’s a shock to realize they all originated in the same brain. More recently, Martin has repositioned his skills toward transforming global businesses and cultures from the inside out. Wherever he travels, he bangs up against the same problem again and again: the lack of common sense.


As humans, we suffer from the clash between who we think we are and who the rest of the world thinks we are. Spoiler: the world is usually right! I once defined “Mojo” (the title of one of my books) as “that positive spirit toward what we are doing now that starts from the inside and radiates to the outside” — one that leads to increased meaning, happiness, and employee engagement. By contrast, its dark twin — I call it “Nojo” — is “that negative spirit toward what we are doing now that starts from the inside and radiates to the outside.” In the Nojo category we can now make room for the worldwide lack of common sense.


In this very funny, entertaining, informative book, Martin gives us numerous examples of where common sense has gone haywire in all kinds of organizations, whether it centers around dusty rules, endless meetings, poor customer experience, legal and compliance issues, you name it. But as a business and culture transformation expert, Martin doesn’t just chop off branches and leaves. He goes deep inside organizations to target the roots of inefficiency, impracticality, and general boneheadedness. He also shows that a company’s inner environment correlates with what consumers grapple with. The TV remote control you have no idea how to use and the corporate website that makes no sense link back to bottlenecks inside companies that management and employees are usually too inwardly focused to notice. Not least, where common sense is missing, Martin argues (convincingly too), so is empathy.


In my experience, when employees are doing what they choose to do, we typically see them as committed. If, on the other hand, they’re doing what they have to do, we call them “compliant.” Most companies have limited systems in place to honor what happens when a bad decision, or bad behavior, is averted. They focus on what they’re doing, rather than on what they’re not doing. In this book, Martin shows us what most companies aren’t doing and should be doing — and offers a concrete solution to restore common sense and empathy to organizations of any shape or size.


I’m a longtime believer in 360-degree feedback as a way to help successful people figure out how to get better and improve their workplace relationships. In this book, Martin does his own high-scrutiny version of the 360. You’ll be surprised. You’ll be entertained. You’ll be relieved. It’s not just you! Finally, you’ll be reminded that categories such as B2B or B2C aren’t all that helpful, that in the end it all comes down to H2H, or human to human. It’s common sense.


 


Marshall Goldsmith has been recognized by Thinkers50, Fast Company, Inc. magazine, and Global Gurus as the world’s leading executive coach. He is the best-selling author of What Got You Here Won’t Get You There, Triggers, and Mojo.










Introduction


Have you ever gotten locked out of your computer while you’re at work? The good news, according to IT, is that support is available on their website — which you have no way to access since, well, you’re locked out of your computer.


Getting cc’d means you’re part of the conversation, no one would think of leaving you out, and the team assumes you care about the solution to the problem you’re being cc’d on. But at last count, there are 158 emails in this thread, and you’d pay serious money to stop people from cc’ing you.


You’ve submitted your travel itinerary to your department head but haven’t heard back from her. Unfortunately, IT is set up in such a way that the travel form resets after twenty-four hours, which means you will have to fill out and submit your travel itinerary all over again.


A nationwide chain of stores in the U.S. sells everything from washers and dryers to outdoor hammocks. So why does the company also have an internal policy requiring them to stock snow-removal equipment in their 100+ Florida locations, even though the last time it snowed in Florida was 1977?


Today, it’s safe to say we all confront one example after another that attests to the extreme want of common sense in our world. I certainly do. As a global consultant, I am ostensibly hired by organizations to create or fix brands. But nine times out of ten, I find myself serving as an organizational change agent, bringing to light and resolving corporate blindness and miscommunication, terrible customer service, products that make no sense or don’t even work, packaging that sends us into a rage, and a general lack of intuitiveness both off- and online. I can confirm that the disappearance of common sense is at epidemic levels in companies not just in the United States but everywhere.


Last year when I was at the airport (I’m pretty much always at the airport), I splurged on a pair of new headphones. They were black, sound-isolating, Bluetooth-compatible, overpriced, and inconspicuous enough so that when I had them on I didn’t look like a Teletubby. Collecting my receipt, I went on my way to my gate.


What I didn’t know was that I’d be spending the next forty-five minutes trying and failing to extract my headphones from their package. The headphones were pinned down and held securely in place by a bubble of hard plastic resembling one-half of a Valkyrie’s bra. The cord was trapped inside a separate plastic rectangle. No matter what I did and no matter what my angle of attack was, the plastic encasement simply wouldn’t bend, dent, or move.


I tried wrenching the package apart with my fingers but stopped when my fingers started to hurt. I gnawed at it with my teeth but that only ended up hurting my teeth. I started banging the package repeatedly against one side of my seat like a piñata. Nothing worked.


This was now getting ridiculous, and crazy-making, and I had a flight to catch. I rummaged in my carry-on to see if I’d brought anything sharp with me, a house key or nail clippers, to somehow stab the plastic off, but I hadn’t. Finally, I asked for help. “You don’t have any scissors back there, do you?” I asked the ticket agent. Sorry, she didn’t. “Or a knife?” No, and I could tell she would have preferred I not talk about scissors and knives at the boarding gate.


With not much time to go before my flight left, I raced back to the little kiosk where I’d bought the headphones. “Can you please help me?” I said to the cashier. Clearly it wasn’t the first time something like this had come up. Removing a box cutter from his drawer, he sawed through the plastic for about a minute and finally handed over the headphones and the cord. “Do you want to take the container with you?” he asked. “No,” I said. “I don’t ever want to see the container ever again.”


An experience like this is in almost delirious defiance of what could ever be defined as “common sense.” To recap, I spent nearly $400 on a pair of headphones. For some reason, I left my chainsaw and other forestry equipment at home. Since I bought the headphones in an airport, obviously I’d forgotten to pack the ones I owned or, if it was an impulse purchase, which it was, I probably planned on wearing them during the flight to block out wailing babies or listen to music. But unless I’m missing something, how was I, or anyone, supposed to open them?


If it sounds like I’ve just cherry-picked an example to support the premise that the lack of common sense is pervasive or that my own experience in companies overlooks the sanity, practicality, discernment, and straightforwardness that define most global organizations, let me assure you that’s wishful thinking.


 


Companies are so entangled in their own internally generated issues, and further beset by reams of invisible red tape inside employees’ heads, that they lose sight of their core purpose — and inevitably pay the price.


 


Typically, a company hires me to identify the deeper purpose of a brand or to improve customer experience. I might be asked to create a new logo; redesign a website; brand a perfume, a beer, a wristwatch, or a retail environment. But in almost every case it soon becomes obvious that the real problem — the one responsible for lousy morale, lower-than-average productivity, frustrated customers, and an ongoing lack of innovation (despite leaders telling me how eager they are to “harness” or “unleash” new ideas across their organization, two words I’ve grown to hate) — is that companies have abandoned whatever common sense they once had in favor of systems and processes that a two-week-old golden retriever would find dumb. Either businesses never had much common sense to begin with or they’re not aware it’s gone missing. This pervasive lack of common sense hampers the real business of companies — that is, serving their customers better than the competition and becoming more responsive, attentive, and attuned to their needs. Companies are so entangled in their own internally generated issues, and further beset by reams of invisible red tape inside employees’ heads, that they lose sight of this core purpose — and inevitably pay the price.


It’s a bigger problem than you can imagine. (Well, actually, you probably can imagine it.)


Two years ago, before COVID hit, I was hired by Swiss International Air Lines to reinvent the concept of economy class travel. At least that was the presenting problem. When I met with members of senior management, they clearly had certain aesthetic fixes in mind. Changing the welcome messages on the video screens, softening the glare of the reading lights, improving the snack selection. I told them that before I could even think about welcome messages, lighting, or snacks, I needed to figure out the real reasons why repeat passenger levels weren’t as high as they once were and why the airliner ranked number eighteen in the industry for on-time arrivals. Over the next few months, I brought the cabin crew into passengers’ homes so they could hear firsthand what it’s like to be an airline passenger in the early twenty-first century. I convened ground staffers, pilots, and crew in one room so they could understand what their colleagues actually did for work. One word kept coming up to describe the experience of almost every flyer: “anxiety.”


Anxiety while being in the air is only one part of it — that may be the most Arcadian part of the whole experience. There’s anxiety about getting to the airport in a timely way. There’s anxiety about being in close proximity to strangers in airports, the TSA, fellow passengers, the airline crew — what if in addition to being terrorists, they’re all silent carriers of COVID (or both)? Standing in line for a boarding pass, wondering if your suitcase or carry-on is oversized or over the weight limit. There’s the security screening, the Transportation Security Administration guy reminding you for the one hundredth time to remove your laptop (while you’re holding your laptop), emptying out your pockets, handing over your belt and shoes before someone asks you to wishbone your arms over your head as your belt-less pants inch farther and farther down your hips; another TSA employee scolds you for forgetting to remove the single Tic Tac that’s buried in the lint of your shirt pocket. You’ve now cleared security, but there’s more. There’s anxiety about which zone or preferred category of customer gets to board the aircraft first (Jubilee Gold, Sapphire Silver, Sterling Platinum, Tequila Sunrise, or whatever), and guess what, you’re in Zone 9, meaning you get to board simultaneously with the cargo, including a dead body, three angry German shepherds, and a Persian kitten named Mary Magdalene. Anxiety after the agent scans your ticket, when almost immediately you collide with a second long line waiting to advance through the aircraft doors. Anxiety as you clump past the business class passengers, wondering, How did these turkeys end up here? They’re not better than me. Where did I go wrong? Anxiety as you try to find room for your carry-on in a tangle of arms, elbows, and mask-free passengers who’ve decided just to stand there in the aisle. Anxiety about your seatmates. About the takeoff. About turbulence and, of course, the plane crashing into the side of a mountain. Not to mention the possibility there’s someone onboard who’s completely off their rocker, the sort of person you read about in the Daily Mail under the headline, Shocking Moment When Airline Passenger . . . 


There’s anxiety around your arrival. Will there be snow or a heat wave? How long will it take to secure an Uber or a taxi? Is it rush hour? If you checked luggage, did the airline lose it, and if it didn’t, will it be the last one to thump onto the carousel? On and on it goes.


More than welcome messages, reading lights, or snacks, the biggest issue around flying for most passengers is the mix of apprehension, uncontrollability, claustrophobia, and fear that make up the thing we call “anxiety.”


I’m sorry, but seriously, is this news to anyone who’s ever boarded an airplane? Isn’t it just common sense? A few months later, a new department in the company was up and running. Focusing on ways to minimize anxiety for the average passenger, it also kept its eye on other places in the organization where common sense was conspicuously lacking. Soon the company began doing things differently.


Today, if you’re a passenger taking a Swiss International flight from, say, Zurich to JFK, forty minutes before the plane lands, the pilot comes over the loudspeaker. In addition to giving gate numbers, the pilot then tells you how long the wait times are at customs and immigration and gives you a weather report and an estimate of how long it will take to walk from the gate to the luggage area (or to immigration) and for your taxi or car service to reach the city. The airline isn’t responsible for any of these things and has no control over them — but you get off the plane knowing the airline takes your time considerations, your feelings, and your anxiety levels seriously.


There was another common-sense issue the airline hadn’t picked up on. Typically when you disembark from a plane, an orange-jacketed cleaning crew is waiting in the wings to board. They storm the aircraft, flipping up the armrests, vacuuming, scrubbing and wiping down surfaces, and bagging cans, wrappers, magazines, newspapers, and anything else passengers have left behind. They then make a concerted effort to push the armrests into their default positions. Why, though? A colleague of mine timed how long it took the average passenger to maneuver past a lowered armrest to get to the middle or window seat, versus when the armrest was raised. Two or three seconds. He did the math. There are 220 to 240 seats on an airbus. The cleaning crew raised and lowered every single armrest. It was the lowering part that took up valuable time. Why not keep the armrests upright, so that it’s easier for passengers to board and slide across into their seats?


In less than a year, Swiss International Air Lines has become synonymous in customers’ minds with timeliness, consideration, and empathy. Revenues are up, and so is the number of returning passengers. Department divisions and services that never saw the need to communicate are now working together pretty much seamlessly, and Business Insider recently named it the number two airline in Europe.


 


Fifty percent or so of all the people on earth work for some sort of organization. A business. A government agency. A school or college. A hospital. A bank or insurance firm. A research company. A media or pharmacological conglomerate. When I ask the people in charge how many common-sense issues there are in their organizations, most squint and throw out a guess — a few here or there, maybe, but not many. In fact, most will tell you their organizations operate on common sense. Look how smoothly our office is running. The new IT system is much better than the old one (though it’s already slightly outdated). We’re thriving. We’re more than thriving. If you have any doubts, check out our latest quarterly report, and you’ll see how happy Wall Street is with our progress.


 


When I ask the people in charge how many common-sense issues there are in their organizations, most say not many. The truth is that in large organizations, the number of common-sense issues is actually off the charts.


 


But the truth, at least in my experience, is that in large organizations, the number of common-sense issues actually runs a lot higher; in a lot of cases, it’s off the charts. The bigger the organization, the more common-sense issues there typically are. And if you take time to ask around and talk to employees, they will tell you that the IT department is a bunch of never-available nerds who find it beneath them to communicate with other departments and who have no time for anything, and you should read what customers say online about the company and its products and services, and who cares about the quarterly reports or Wall Street anyway because this company is kind of a nightmare.


They’re not alone. Many of the examples you’ll be reading about in this book, like the ones I gave earlier, may seem just too far-fetched to be real. But even though I have disguised individual and company names, I absolutely vouch for the fact that they do exist. So do these:


•At the height of the COVID pandemic, in order to reduce the possibility of transmission, a law was passed in Italy restricting the number of bathrooms that restaurants in Milan could have available to their customers. Restaurants complied, placing padlocks on all the cubicles except one. But what about diners who were waiting for their turn to use the bathroom? You guessed it: they had to line up to access the lone stall in the restaurants’ narrow — and, nine times out of ten, packed — hallways.        I’m reminded of a flight I took from Zurich to Frankfurt around that same time period. Mindful of contagion, the Swiss regulatory authorities required all 180 passengers to fill out a form detailing our city of origin, where we were going, and even our seatmates’ names, in case we, or they, later came down with a hacking cough, body aches, and fever. All 180 of us obliged, the problem being that the airline had only two pens, which for the next twenty minutes were passed up, down, and across aisles, from passenger to passenger, germy hand to germy hand.


        The airline was meticulous about the disembarking process. One by one, by row letter — 1C, 2C, 3C — passengers rose, tightened their masks, collected their things, and exited the plane. Hand sanitizer was available for anyone who wanted it, and everyone kept a distance of six feet between them. At which point we were all herded like cows into a shuttle bus to take us to the terminal. Needless to say, the bus was elbow-to-elbow, facemask-to-facemask jammed.

•A company launched a new program designed to “simplify” its various projects. The problem was that the company used literally thousands of acronyms — Has the GLC come in yet, Drew, and does it confirm our SSNR? Is it RDF-compliant? There were so many acronyms, employees couldn’t keep them all straight. To help resolve the problem, the company self-published its own Internal Acronym Dictionary (or IAD). Aside from being incredibly boring to read, the IAD meant that whenever employees used an expression like “consumer packaged goods” (instead of CPG), they were scolded and told to look up the shorthand version. Looking up expressions and finding their matching acronyms soon became corporate law, or CL, as the company probably calls it.

•During a meeting, a vendor that sells equipment and parts to Home Depot was told there was too much swearing on the sales floor. When an employee pointed out that profanity was fairly common throughout the industry and that a lot of customers swore too, HR issued a company-wide memo: “swearing must now be confined to conversations between employees and customers.”

•Where did it all go? In the first few weeks of the COVID-19 lockdown, toilet paper was as hard to come by as a Manhattan parking space. While people across the globe prepared for an indeterminate lockdown, photos and videos of naked toilet paper shelves in big-box stores appeared almost daily across social media, which incited even more hoarding and panic-buying. Even Amazon found itself behind on orders. Isn’t it simply common sense for stores and their supply chains to factor in extreme events and keep enough toilet paper on hand, as the makers of other popular pandemic items — liquor, sex toys, greeting cards, weapons, coloring books, jigsaw puzzles, and Neflix subscriptions — discovered?


        For those who found toilet paper only to lose their jobs, getting unemployment benefits proved to be even harder than landing work. All across the United States, employment checks arrived late, and sometimes not at all. When you called to find out where your check was, hoping an actual person could explain why your application was being held up, or why your entire account was locked, you were usually rewarded halfway through your multi-hour wait by the electronic system abruptly hanging up on you.

Whether we’re masked or unmasked, attending meetings in person or via Zoom or Microsoft Teams, in the midst of a pandemic or in the aftermath of one, as you will see the absence of common sense shows up wherever humans beings come together. More than anything, I hope that the pages ahead reveal that the frustrations, constraints, headaches, tangles, and handcuffs you face every day aren’t necessarily confined to your own workplace. Take it from me that this dumb stuff happens all around the world.


In the chapters that follow, in addition to presenting even more hard-to-believe but true cases of a lack of common sense in a variety of business and customer-centric settings, I also try to provide a road map to how you set up your own Ministry of Common Sense where you work.


To me, this makes all the sense in the world. In fact, it’s just common sense.










1


Why Won’t My TV Turn On?


By now you’re probably beginning to understand, as I have, that the disappearance of common sense in businesses of all sizes and shapes has become widespread, deep-seated, and a little depressing. But where did common sense go? And how has the lack of it led to, among other things, the TSA prohibiting the use of knives on planes (though per TSA’s website, feel free to bring aboard antlers, artificial skeleton bones, bocce balls, and bread machines); the Italian government passing a law banning round ice cubes since they can be used as weapons (the square ones can too, but never mind); or the sign I saw once in an Asian bathroom that read, Don’t stand on the toilet seat while using. These daily assaults against common sense don’t just waste time, sap energy, and incite fury, they’re also expensive. One consultancy found that old regulations and procedures put into place years ago and not updated since now cost companies $15 billion annually in development and compliance — on top of the $94 billion it takes for companies to administer the compliance of these same rules internally. 


This is why, in almost all the client organizations I work for, I’ve begun to establish a department I call the Ministry of Common Sense, devoted to overturning the frustrations, hurdles, and roadblocks within corporations that most leaders and managers don’t even know are there. And by the way, the Ministry isn’t some cloying, whimsical, feel-good jurisdiction either. It’s not a Band-Aid. It’s real, and it serves as the first line of defense against the thoughtless, at-times-incoherent systems, processes, rules, and regulations that squander resources, morale, and productivity.


Today I travel the world, transforming organizational cultures from the inside out. But it wasn’t always that way. Until a few years ago, for the past two decades, I worked exclusively as a global branding expert and consultant. Looking back, the work I did for Microsoft, Pepsi, Burger King, Lego, Google, and other companies focused mainly on veneer issues. I loved my work, but upon reflection, it was also hit-and-run. Often I would come up with an idea, and knowing it was up to the organization to pass or reject it, I’d move on to the next thing. Now and then I suspected that the odds of my idea eventually bearing fruit were fifty-fifty, no matter how good I thought it was. But that was the company’s problem, not mine.


A good illustration of this happened in 2005, when McDonald’s hired me to transform its Happy Meal.


For the few of you who don’t know, a McDonald’s Happy Meal is the kids’ version of what it sells to adult customers. Kids choose between a hamburger, cheeseburger, and Chicken McNuggets, all of which come with a small order of French fries, a soda, and a toy linked either to a TV show or movie. It’s an efficient, inexpensive way to feed children, though not exactly what you’d call slimming or nutritious. At the time, every global trend was saying the same thing: “real” food was in, and fast and processed foods were on the way out. More and more articles linked fast food to childhood obesity, not just in the United States but across Europe, the Middle East, and Japan as well. Morgan Spurlock’s film Super Size Me had just come out, chronicling the debilitating effects that eating only McDonald’s food for a month had on the director’s physical and mental health. Due to all of these concerns, I took the McDonald’s job on one condition — that I could create a healthy alternative to the Happy Meal that also stimulated kids’ imaginations. I ended up with a concept I called the Fantasy Meal, which I designed around one single purpose: to make toddlers eat broccoli.


The Fantasy Meal was actually good for kids. In one version, a small dragon held out a hamburger bun in its claws, with the hamburger itself nearby. I made stairs out of cucumber strips and carrot sticks. Another version was a replica of a space shuttle, with a tomato slice in the pilot’s seat and carrot sticks framing the cockpit doors. I thought my Fantasy Meal concepts were pretty good. By creating environmentally friendly, nutritious meals for children, McDonald’s would get a lot of credit for addressing a growing cultural and social issue. Kids would eat better. Parents would be happy. Everyone would win.


The response I received was extremely positive. In-ter-est-ing! I heard over and over again. I took this as a positive, not knowing that when a businessperson tells you your idea is in-ter-est-ing, you might as well jump off the roof. Yes, in-ter-est-ing occasionally means just that. But the rest of the time, in-ter-est-ing means that the people at the company a) hate your idea; b) hate your idea but can maybe figure out how to convince their colleagues that it’s decent; or c) like your idea, sort of, but know there’s no chance top management will ever go for it.


For the next few months, the Fantasy Meal idea shuffled around McDonald’s global offices. People there gave feedback and proposed small changes — but please know we still find the idea so in-ter-est-ing! Almost a year later the Fantasy Meal concept came back to me.


When you were a kid, did you ever have the experience of losing your mother in a crowded supermarket? You burst into tears. Then you see her from behind and run forward, crying “Mommmm!,” only to have the woman turn around, and it’s not your mom at all. It’s just some other lady. Well, when my Fantasy Meal concept came back to me, it was some other lady. Gone were the dragon, the cucumber-strip stairs, the tomato-seat cushions, the carrot-stick columns. But there was a small apple!


Evidently, there were internal issues around how much the Fantasy Meal would cost to implement. Issues around building new factories and hiring labor to prepare all these fruits and vegetables, not to mention installing new equipment in all its restaurants. I can’t remember what else, but the answer from McDonald’s was no.


The company was, and still is, selling a few billion burgers a year. Why mess with a successful formula? Have an apple with your fries, kids, and don’t forget to exercise more.


It was an in-ter-est-ing idea, though!


The more I asked around, the more it appeared that compromised, watered-down concepts — ones that often begin promisingly but then turn to mush — were an actual thing. A phenomenon. Not only that, the way people were doing business had changed, too, and not for the better. More and more companies were now investing in state-of-the-art technology systems, designed to automate everyday drudgeries and free employees to use their brains. Systems and processes were now dictating how employees spent their time and used their energy. A swarm of KPIs (Key Performance Indicators, which are numbers or values companies use to assess how performance measures up against overall objectives) was introduced to quantify everything a company did, which had the unfortunate effect of undermining and destabilizing cross-departmental problem-solving. Customer satisfaction gradually went down, and so did employee morale. This was happening all across the world too. It altered what, until then, had been the more or less linear arc of my own career.


 


If a business is, at its core, a group of people networked together under a common purpose, everywhere I looked those networks seemed to be coming undone. And the first and most obvious casualty in all of this was common sense.


 


Maybe, I thought, the problem wasn’t with the concepts. Maybe it was with the organizations and the cultures. If a business is, at its core, a group of people networked together under a common purpose, everywhere I looked those networks seemed to be coming undone. And the first and most obvious casualty in all of this was common sense.


As I went from company to company, I gradually assembled my own five-part program for restoring some semblance of common sense to corporate organizations. It takes time. It’s the opposite of an overnight fix. Because when people start working inside organizations, something happens to them. They forget they’re human. They start adhering to rules, processes, procedures, and official and unofficial codes of behavior that make no sense to anyone outside the organization. Somewhere along the line they forget how they would feel if a bank told them their checking account was frozen or if their “customer care” call involved four different departments and tore a ninety-minute hole in their lives while being told repeatedly that “this call is being recorded for training purposes.” Usually an outsider is needed to come in and repair things to which businesses have become blind.


The good news is that by restoring common sense to organizations, employees are beginning to see the world through more human eyes and, along the way, to rebuild their companies’ brand.


 


Alan Mulally, the former CEO of Ford, once told me that during his first two weeks on the job, he knew his company had gone off the rails when he found that the majority of the cars in the employee parking lot were . . . well, not Ford cars!


 


Imagine that, as a consumer, you order a pair of flats online. They show up in the wrong size. When you can’t find the return postage label (because there isn’t one), you jam them inside an old wine carton and pay $17 at your local post office to send them back. Two weeks go by without any acknowledgment from the company. When you call to inquire about a refund or exchange — and the customer service phone number isn’t listed on the website because the last thing the company wants is for you to call them — you’re placed on hold three times as you get transferred from one department to the next. You put your phone on mute, and start yelling, vowing never to buy shoes from that company again. In fact, you vow never to wear shoes again if it’s going to be this much of a hassle.


As an employee, is this the kind of service you would want or expect if something similar happened to you? Would this experience lead you to recommend the shoe company to friends and family members? I doubt it. (Consider that if each employee knows at least twenty people and a company has tens of thousands of employees, the recommendations alone are enough to turn many organizations around.) Alan Mulally, the former CEO of Ford, once told me that during his first two weeks on the job, he knew his company had gone off the rails when he found that the majority of the cars in the employee parking lot were . . . well, not Ford cars!


In the end, improved efficiency, productivity, morale, and happiness all come back to how much common sense there is inside an organization. The lack of common sense in turn has a significant effect on items you would never expect, such as your TV remote control.


I was in Miami a couple of years ago for a conference, staying at a hotel. Wanting to check the day’s headlines, I reached for the TV remote. It was remarkably complex. It looked like it could launch a rocket ship, actually. Infinite tiny numbers. A multitude of buttons. Three separate numerical keypads. Where was the on button? Was it the red one labeled “On”? Wait — why were there two red on buttons? If I pressed both, would my TV be incredibly on, allowing me to access supernatural programming that viewers with just one on button couldn’t? What did “Source” mean? What did “a-b-c-d” mean? What did all the arrows signify? After stabbing indiscriminately at the thing for a few minutes, the TV finally came to life. I watched the news for a few minutes, then shut the TV off, or tried to. There were two off buttons. When I pressed the first one, the lights in the room dimmed in a moody, sexy way. When I pressed the second off button, the air conditioner shut off. The TV stayed on. I ended up climbing up onto a nearby desk and, with my butt in the air, yanking the plugs from the wall socket, disconnecting the TV, the minibar, and the standing lamp.


A few months later, during a flight to New York, the passenger seated next to me introduced himself. It turned out, purely by coincidence, that he was an engineer at the very same company responsible for that TV remote. “You’ve probably never heard of the company,” he said. “Want to bet?” I said.


Powering up my laptop, I showed him the PowerPoint slide I’d made of the remote control. “What the hell went wrong with you guys?” I said. He stiffened in his seat. He explained that the company had internal problems, with various divisions vying for real estate on the remote control. No one could agree which department “owned” what. Ultimately the TV remote was divided up into zones resembling each of the internal departments in his company. One was for the TV. A second was for cable. A third was for TiVo. A fourth was for satellite. A fifth belonged to the folks responsible for broadcasting big band era or hip-hop music 24/7, or for displaying a crackling yule log in winter. The engineer seemed proud of what his company had done and how equitably things had been resolved. There were no more internal squabbles. Every division now had fair representation on the remote. “Except for the fact I have no idea how to turn the TV on!” I said. He looked at me, still not understanding.
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