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INTRODUCTION


Over the last few years the story of a remarkable group of fishmongers from the Pike Place Fish market in Seattle has stimulated many of us to consider new possibilities for our work and our lives. As the poet David Whyte put it, we are finding ways to “make work a reward and not just a way to rewards.” We are also finding ways to live our time on this planet full to the brim as a testament to the preciousness of life.


The story of these unusual fish guys was told in the book FISH! In it we described four principles that help foster a great life at work—“Play,” “Make Their Day,” “Be There,” and “Choose Your Attitude.” These principles are a part of what we call the FISH! Philosophy. Living this philosophy results in a workplace where the quality of life is satisfying and meaningful, and the experience for customers, internal and external, is compelling.


The core message of the book you are now holding, FISH! TALES, is that a richer and more rewarding life may simply be a few choices away from where you are right now. Each of the first four sections in this book features a real-life story that highlights one of the four FISH! principles. Still, the other principles also are depicted in each feature story. It must be this way. Play, for example, operates in a context of being there, making someone’s day, and choosing your attitude. It is the context that keeps play appropriate.


After each main story are several short stories—we call them “small bites”—to further illustrate the main principle. Feel free to sample these at random.


If your spirit is inspired by the real-life stories in this book, we hope your actions will be guided by the 12 weeks of transformational activities at the end of FISH! TALES.


Throughout this book, Steve Lundin will be your guide and narrator. You will hear his voice and perspective, in first person, as he tells the story of FISH!, introduces the four feature stories, and takes you through the 12 weeks of activities.


The rest of us join in at various other times. Phil Strand wrote the feature stories. John Christensen and Harry Paul contributed their considerable experience working with the FISH! Philosophy and shared their insights.


Now, let’s go fishing!







The Fundamentals of FISH!


John Christensen and I, each in our own way, have been curious about what is possible at work. I worked at a camp for children with serious physical challenges for six summers. After banging around the “real” world for many years I came to realize that Camp Courage was one of the most joyous workplaces I had ever experienced. I began to wonder why organizations full of able-bodied people were often so joyless.


John brought a social-service background and an artist’s eye to the world of work. He was intensely curious about the occasional workplace he encountered that exuded an abundance of energy and passion. He would come back to the office with a story of a shoemaker who was passionate about his work or a furniture company with a spirit that soared. We found we were both searching for an image that would help inspire all of us to see what was possible at work, knowing we all are destined to spend a majority of our lives there.


In 1997, John and I flew to Seattle and hauled our film gear to the quaint little town of Langley on Whidbey Island. There we filmed the poet David Whyte, who is known for the message he shares with organizations about bringing one’s whole self to work. We became immersed in conversations about wholeheartedness in the workplace. David quoted a friend of his who said, “The antidote to exhaustion is not necessarily rest. The antidote to exhaustion is wholeheartedness. It is those things you do halfheartedly that really wear you out.”


Later, talking to the camera, David recalled an answer he gave on a radio interview when asked what it was like to take his message into organizations. He responded, “Sometimes it is quite marvelous and sometimes it is like visiting the prison population.” When he said this I was surprised and shocked. Then he continued, “I don’t mean organizations or businesses are necessarily prisons, but sometimes we make prisons of them by the way we live there.”


Our time with David was a feast for the soul. We left Whidbey Island with a greater understanding about this as-yet theoretical workplace image we sought.


We drove back to Seattle and spent Friday night there. I was flying out the next morning, but John was staying until the following night. We asked the concierge to suggest places a guy from Minnesota might visit on Saturday. She recommended the Pike Place Market. We knew little about Seattle and this seemed like a fine idea, since John loves to shop.


John was on one end of the market when he heard laughing and screaming. Like a child following the Pied Piper, he was drawn to the sound, and found himself in the back of an enthusiastic crowd. Suddenly the crowd parted and he came face-to-face with the source of the commotion. It was the World Famous Pike Place Fish market.


If you’ve ever been to Pike Place Fish, you know that when a customer places an order, the fishmongers standing in front of the counter throw the fish over the counter to coworkers for wrapping. They make some spectacular catches and the crowd loves it. The fishmongers regularly invite delighted customers behind the counter to try their luck at catching.


But on this day, as John stood in the middle of a cheering crowd, he was more interested in the way the fishmongers threw themselves into their work. The market was crowded and noisy, but when one of the fishmongers focused on a customer, it was like they were the only two people in the place. Everywhere John looked, both employees and customers were smiling, laughing, and most important, connecting with each other. Not coincidentally, the cash registers were ringing like crazy.


John watched in fascination for almost an hour. Suddenly a fishmonger broke his trance. “Hi!” he said. “My name’s Shawn.” His hair was red, his smile was huge, and his eyes twinkled mischievously.


“What’s going on here?” John asked.


Shawn answered with a question of his own. “Did you eat lunch today?”


“Yeah,” John said, wondering what he was getting at.


“How was the service?” Shawn asked.


John shrugged his shoulders. “Okay, I guess.”


“But did the waiter really connect with you?”


Connect with me? What in the heck is he talking about? John thought to himself.


Shawn’s eyes locked on John’s. “See, this is our moment together, yours and mine, and I want it to be like you and I are best friends.”


John started to understand what was happening here. A bunch of fishmongers—not MBA professors or organizational gurus—were showing him how to bring more fun, passion, focus, and commitment to work.


As John continued to watch the fishmongers engage and connect with customers, a drama off to the side caught his attention. One of the fish guys had attached a crayfish to a young boy’s pants. The boy was startled and began crying. The fishmonger got down on his knees and crawled over to the boy, who was clinging tightly to his mother, and asked first for forgiveness and then for a hug. The fish guy had misjudged this child, but his recovery spoke volumes.


John’s mind drifted back to the previous week, when he had taken his daughter, who has severe asthma, to the doctor because she was having trouble breathing. As they stood in front of the registration desk, Kelsey gasping for each breath, a cold voice asked them a number of questions. Its owner typed the responses, never looking up, and then barked, “Take a seat.”


Finally a disembodied voice from the hall shouted, “Kelsey Christensen.” The nurse, barely looking at Kelsey, carelessly whacked the top of her head with the measuring device attached to the scale. The nurse marched down the hall as John and Kelsey struggled to catch up, then stopped by a door and pointed inside, never looking back.


John looked at the boy at the fish market, who was now smiling and holding the crayfish. Why would a fishmonger give more care to a frightened child than the professionals in the healthcare clinic where I took Kelsey? he wondered.


John watched one fishmonger after another engage customers with all the attentiveness of the best caregiver. He knew he had to capture this image on film. His intuition told him it would be hard to watch these guys at work, see the power of the way they live each day, and not be inspired. He suddenly felt anxious. What if they said no? Two hours later he had finally gotten to the point where he was ready to broach the subject with the owner. He said he was a filmmaker and before he could continue, one of the guys said, “Where have you been? We have been waiting for you.”


ChartHouse Learning soon brought its cameras to Pike Place Fish. After watching hours of footage, we saw that the fishmongers created their engaging environment through a few fundamentals—simple but powerful choices that we all can make. We translated these actions into a new language we call the FISH! Philosophy. We explored four of the principles in a documentary-style video called FISH! They include:


PLAY— Work made fun gets done, especially when we choose to do serious tasks in a lighthearted, spontaneous way. Play is not just an activity; it’s a state of mind that brings new energy to the tasks at hand and sparks creative solutions.


MAKE THEIR DAY— When you “make someone’s day” (or moment) through a small kindness or unforgettable engagement, you can turn even routine encounters into special memories.


BE THERE— The glue in our humanity is in being fully present for one another. Being there also is a great way to practice wholeheartedness and fight burnout, for it is those halfhearted tasks you perform while juggling other things that wear you out.


CHOOSE YOUR ATTITUDE— When you look for the worst you will find it everywhere. When you learn you have the power to choose your response to what life brings, you can look for the best and find opportunities you never imagined possible. If you find yourself with an attitude that is not what you want it to be, you can choose a new one.


A year after the FISH! video came out, we explored these principles further in a book we also called FISH! (Pretty tricky, huh?) We invented a story about a workplace where people were so disconnected from their work that their department was known as the “Toxic Energy Dump.” The book illustrated how the lessons of the fish market could apply to typical organizational challenges.


Over the next few years, through the film and the book, the FISH! Philosophy spread into organizations around the world. People began to reinvent what their time at work could be about, and the passion, energy, and accountability they discovered led to surprising business improvements. They shared their inspiring stories with us and, through their experiences, our understanding of what is possible through these principles expanded and deepened. You will find some of these stories in this book.


The people in these stories are no different from you or me. What makes them extraordinary is that one day they each made the choice to try to live more joyfully, responsibly, and wholeheartedly. The next day they chose again. And the day after that and the day after that …
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Section One–PLAY


Play is not just an activity; it’s a state of mind that brings new energy and sparks creativity.
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Remember this old warning? “Boys and girls, playtime is over, get back to work.” Most of us learned early in life that work and play are separate, and that if you are playing you could not possibly be working. But to have a livable work environment, one in which human beings thrive, a certain amount of playfulness or lightheartedness is required. We have found no exception to this rule. The alternative is what Ken Blanchard refers to as an “epidemic of tight underwear.” Not a pleasant image.


An innovative environment demands even more play. Habitually following the direct “all business” line from Point A to Point B may seem more efficient, but it constricts one’s capacity to generate new solutions when needed. The freedom to be playful—to take a winding, curious line—expands creative opportunities (as well as the minds and spirits of the humans involved). The spirit that allows people to wear a goofy tie or to laugh out loud without fearing what others think is the same spirit that encourages them to consider new ideas which expand the boundaries of what they used to think was possible. Creativity becomes an adult game of make-believe (“Hey, what if … ?”) we can all play.


The fishmongers know that play can stimulate creativity. When a customer placed an order, they used to walk from behind the counter to pick up the fish, then had to hike all the way back around to wrap the fish and ring up the purchase. But one day they did something different. One of the fish guys threw a salmon over the counter to another. Eureka! Not only did they create a new kind of performance art, but they became more productive by eliminating a lot of walking back and forth.


Despite the benefits of a lighthearted workplace, it’s amazing how much fear the thought of play strikes into the heart of management. When an executive for a large fast-food chain said, “You want us to tell 300,000 teenagers they can play?” he probably imagined the world’s largest food fight.


One reason for the fear may be that we aren’t sure what play is. The same people who are drawn to the playfulness of Pike Place Fish often can’t imagine how they could ever replicate such an atmosphere in their own workplace. “What can we throw at work?” they ask.


The fishmongers have the answer. “There are a million different ways of playing,” they say. “It doesn’t have to be throwing a fish!”


Actuaries, teachers, or engineers will find different ways to be playful than the fish guys. That is the point. Play is not restricted to a toy or a game. It is the lighthearted feeling you release inside people when they are enthused, committed, and free of fear. A successful budget meeting in which serious work is being done can stimulate the same feeling as a picnic.


SEND ME YOUR IMPLEMENTATION MANUAL FOR PLAY


Three weeks prior to a sales meeting at which we were to introduce the FISH! Philosophy, we received an unusual request: “We have all 57 branches coming to this meeting and we want our people to be more playful at work, but could you send your objectives for play? Or maybe you could send an implementation manual to show us how to play.”


At first I thought he was joking. Can you imagine telling your children to go out to play, and having them say, “Great! What are the objectives?” But that didn’t matter to the caller. He wanted nothing less than predetermined outcomes from this “play thing.”


How could I help him understand? “What about some bullet points?” I suggested.


“Anything to help explain the play thing.”


So I sent a whole flip-chart sheet full of bullet points. No words, just bullet points. Suddenly he got it! Play can’t be implemented or rolled out to all 57 branches like a new accounting system. (My colleague Carr Hagerman makes this point well. Preparing to juggle knives or tools, he says, “You can play with an implement, but you can’t implement play.”)


Play must come from within and so you can only invite play. We need to create our objectives together as a team. By the way, the meeting went great—and those concerned about the “play thing” were the most receptive to a playful atmosphere.


Play also requires trust. You can try to duplicate what the fishmongers do on the surface, but if you don’t have the shared commitment and trust that make playfulness possible at work, it may not happen.


A hospital wanted to invite more playfulness into its environment, but a supervisor wondered if employees could be counted on to “play” appropriately.


“You give me access to medications that can mean the difference between life and death for patients,” a nurse responded. “But you don’t trust me to play responsibly?”


Playfulness won’t flourish in places where people spend more time trying not to do the wrong thing than they do searching for ways to do the right thing. People may “play” in such environments, but they will do it in secret or as a form as rebellion. (Quick, the boss is coming! Get his picture off the dartboard!)


But in healthy workplaces, where people are free to be passionate about their work and accountable to their teammates, play happens naturally. When it happens in a context of “be there,” “make their day,” and “choose your attitude,” play will be appropriate and productive.


The following story is about an invitation to play that provided a breath of fresh air in a workplace that needed a little more life. As managers and employees built trust and accountability, people became free to play in a way that lightened their spirits and improved the business.







A Company That Has Fun Connecting: Sprint Global Connection Services


It seems like just another day at the Sprint Global Connection Services call center in Lenexa, Kansas, but the phone agents are all shook up. There’s been an Elvis sighting in the parking lot.


Sure enough, a limousine stops in front of the call center’s windows. Aaaaaaaahhhh! (Pause for breath) Aaaaaahhhh! It’s the King! Suddenly two Elvi Girls, with poodle skirts, bobby socks, and hair the size of Graceland, rush the King. One attaches herself to his ankles.


Inside the center, grown men and women are so moved by the sight of the King that they are in tears … from laughter. “Elvis” looks suspiciously like Don Freeman, manager of Sprint’s call center in Phoenix, and one of the Elvi Girls bears a striking resemblance to Mary Hogan, manager of the Lenexa call center.


Lori Lockhart, director of Sprint Global Connection Services, shakes her head in amazement. A few years earlier, who could have believed that managers—you know, the corporate hall monitors—would show up for a meeting dressed like this? But the customer service agents on the phones are loving every second of it, and though their customers on the other end of the line don’t know what’s going on, they can hear the enthusiasm and energy in the agents’ voices.


As Elvis enters the center, “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog!” wails from the loudspeakers. Lori cringes at the thought of hearing Don—I mean, Elvis—sing. But he decides to lipsynch instead, and after he leaves the building, all Lori can say, in her easy drawl, is, “Thank yuh. Thank yuh very much.”


STAYING CONNECTED


Sprint Global Connection Services helps Sprint’s long-distance customers get connected around the world. More than 1,000 employees in seven call centers across the country—Sprint has more than 80,000 employees corporate-wide—provide a variety of services, including operator assistance, information, calling cards, prepaid calling cards, customer service for people buying prepaid cards, and directory assistance.


Five years ago, Lori Lockhart wasn’t worried about Elvis leaving the building; she was concerned about the agents leaving. “Turnover was becoming a major challenge in our industry, and the long-distance business is so competitive,” she says. “We knew if we didn’t have a work environment people were excited about, they were going to go elsewhere.”


At first glance, exciting is not the first word one would use to describe the duties of a call center phone agent. For many it’s an entry-level job. Agents handle 500 to 800 calls per day, each one averaging 30 to 35 seconds. Most of the information needed to connect the call is in front of them on a computer screen. “People often master the job so quickly that it can become almost second nature,” Mary Hogan says. “You start getting the same kinds of calls over and over, and the boredom factor can set in if you’re not careful.”
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