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Praise for
BACK TO HUMAN


‘Technology may have accelerated the pace of change, but it hasn’t erased the need for business basics. In Back to Human, Dan Schawbel offers expert advice on overcoming technology’s shortcomings and refocusing on the true building blocks for business success: relationships, collaboration, and getting the job done. A must-read for all leaders.’


—Ron Shaich, founder and chairman of Panera Bread


‘Back to Human shows how modern technologies have made our work lives unfulfilled. In this provocative and insightful book, Dan Schawbel demands our interactions to be more human and less machine, and he provides a practical guide on how to achieve this. This book is a must-read for anyone who wants to become a more effective leader in today’s workplace.’


—W. Chan Kim, the BCG professor of strategy at INSEAD
and New York Times bestselling author of Blue Ocean Shift


‘Communication is leadership. That’s what leadership is: communication. Back to Human brilliantly coaches us in successfully making technology and our devices cause us to be better leaders and communicators rather than worse ones.’


—Kip Tindell, cofounder, chairman, and
former CEO, The Container Store


‘In his brilliantly researched new book, Back to Human, Dan Schawbel provides the deepest, most insightful analysis of how we can restore humanity and authentic connections to the workplace in this technology age: with leaders who build highly motivated, collaborative teams that create healthy, productive workplaces. It is a must-read for all who care about making work fulfilling.’


—Bill George, senior fellow, Harvard Business School;
former chair and CEO of Medtronic; and author of
Discover Your True North


‘I recommend Back to Human to any leader who wants to create a higher quality of life for their team. Schawbel explains how to build the human connections that are critical to personal and organizational success. Regardless of advancements in technology, the human touch will remain, and this book will help you create stronger relationships that lead to higher performance and happiness.’


—Michel Landel, CEO of Sodexo


‘Dan has written a meaningful neo classic. He reinforces the human need for fulfillment and shows that most technology limits this important connection. When applied, his ideas will help people find meaningful connections that increase both personal well-being and work productivity.’


—Dave Ulrich, coauthor of the
New York Times bestseller The Why of Work;
Rensis Likert professor, Ross School
of Business, University of Michigan


‘In Back to Human, Dan Schawbel reminds us that our humanity must never take a back seat to new technology—driverless or otherwise. And that progress is found in the connection of humans working together creatively in pursuit of better.’


—Beth Comstock, former vice chair, GE


‘Back to Human is a valuable read for any leader desirous of a more collaborative and productive workforce. By following Dan’s advice, we can enjoy stronger team relationships that lead to stronger business results.’


—Bert Jacobs, cofounder and
chief executive optimist, Life Is Good


‘In Back to Human, Dan Schawbel challenges us to put down our phones and start investing in deeper relationships. That’s a message we all need to hear.’


—Dan Heath, coauthor of the New York Times bestsellers
The Power of Moments, Made to Stick, Switch and Decisive


‘There are books on productivity that ignore practical lessons, and books with checklists that ignore the ‘why.’ But what if there was a research-based book chock-full of highly relevant exercises that can help anyone become more effective at work? Look no further: Back to Human is loaded with practical insights that won’t only help you get better on the job but will also give you pause to think about how to live the life you really want to.’


—Sydney Finkelstein, Dartmouth professor and bestselling
author of Superbosses and Why Smart Executives Fail


‘Back to Human provides practical back to basics on how to become a better leader. Good insights coupled with good advice. Well done!’


—David Novak, former chairman and CEO of YUM! Brands


‘In colonial times, Samuel Adams and his fellow revolutionaries met in taverns and planned the American Revolution over a beer or two. Back to Human leads us to recapture those essential human interactions—conversation, communication, collaboration and common passion. If you want to brew up your own revolution, this book by Dan Schawbel is an excellent guide. Cheers!’


—Jim Koch, founder and brewer of Samuel Adams and
author of Quench Your Own Thirst: Business Lessons
Learned Over a Beer or Two


‘If leaders want to create stronger connections with their teams, they must read Back to Human. Schawbel’s message of encouraging more human connection, instead of relying on technology, will become more relevant over time.’


—Howard Behar, former president of Starbucks


‘A very timely book on a subject the world needs to pay attention to!’


—Gary Keller, founder of Keller Williams Realty International,
New York Times bestselling author of The ONE Thing


‘Technology makes a wonderful servant but a terrible master. Unfortunately, over time it has progressed from the former to the latter and in many ways has created both business and personal havoc. Fortunately, one of the sharpest minds in the business world today, Dan Schawbel, has once again stepped up to the plate and shared his immense wisdom with us! Not only has he identified the problem, he has also systematically provided the solutions to help leaders create a culture and environment in which their team members can enjoy and thrive in their work. This is a book that every leader—that every person—should own, devour and keep by their desk for handy reference.’


—Bob Burg, coauthor of The Go-Giver and The Go-Giver Influencer


‘If you can buy only one book this year to enhance your relationships and build your career or business, Back to Human is the one. Grounded in valid research, Back to Human is a compendium of strategies, ideas and practical exercises and advice from numerous leaders that work.’


—Susan RoAne, speaker and author of How to Work a
Room and Face to Face: How to Reclaim the Personal
Touch in a Digital World
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To Jim Levine, my literary agent




Introduction


How Technology Is Isolating Us at Work




Our hyperconnectedness is the snake lurking in our digital Garden of Eden.


—ARIANNA HUFFINGTON1





While watching Black Mirror, the popular British science fiction anthology, on Netflix, I was amazed at how well the “Nosedive” episode reflects our current society. The story is set in an alternate reality where people can rate each other using their smartphones and those ratings impact their lives. Lacie, the lead character, is obsessed with her rating, much like many of us obsess over the number of likes, comments, and shares our status updates gain. She starts the episode with a rating of 4.2 out of 5 but needs at least a 4.5 to be able to move into the more luxurious neighborhood where her friends live. Her friend Naomi, who has a 4.8 rating, asks Lacie to be a bridesmaid at her wedding. On her way to the wedding Lacie encounters a series of misfortunes that drive her rating down to a mere 2.6. As a result, Naomi asks her not to be in her wedding anymore. Although the show is fictional, this episode perfectly illustrates how technology can divide us as much as bring us together, and it holds up an unforgiving mirror that shows us how guilty we are of making unconscious social comparisons that make us—and everyone else—miserable.


Modern technologies have impacted our workplaces in ways that would have been impossible just a decade ago. Instant messaging, digital platforms, and videoconferencing have completely changed how, when, and where we work. A Gallup survey found that over a third of the entire US workforce has worked remotely, and Freelancers Union reports that freelancers also now make up more than a third.2 Robotics and artificial intelligence have supercharged our productivity at the cost of replacing tasks and even eliminating full-time jobs from our economy. McKinsey found that half of today’s work activities could be automated by 2055, accounting for almost $15 trillion in wages globally.3


On the positive side, networks, apps, and smartphones have created a more social, collaborative, and flattering global workplace. According to the Harvard Business Review, over the past twenty years collaborative activities have increased by 50 percent and now account for more than 75 percent of an employee’s day-to-day work.4 But more and more of that collaboration is occurring within social networks and mobile apps, with a far smaller percentage happening in person. There’s no stopping the evolution of these technologies; they’ll continue to transform and reshape our work lives every year.


To give you a sense of just how quickly things are changing, when the telephone was introduced in the latter part of the nineteenth century, it took several decades for that new technology to reach half of all households. A century later, in the 1990s, it took fewer than five years for cell phones to reach the same penetration.5 Future devices could prove even faster than that.


Our devices offer many incredible benefits, including real-time interactions, efficiencies in workflow, creation of new ideas, and access to resources. At the same time, those devices have disrupted our relationships and made our workplaces more dysfunctional. Instead of strong bonds, we have weak ties. Instead of productive meetings, we have distractions. Technology has created an illusion that today’s workers are highly connected to one another, when in reality most feel isolated from their colleagues. What they crave most—and what research increasingly shows to be the hallmark of the highest performing workplace cultures—is a sense of authentic connection with others.


Technology addiction is increasing. This is especially true of younger employees who grew up with technology and are more likely to be early adopters. They happily use these devices to obtain instant gratification, alleviate stress, and receive personal validation. But there’s a darker side to this technology use. On an episode of 60 Minutes Tristan Harris, a former Google product manager, admitted that these devices are intentionally designed to make us addicted to them.6 Every time we pick up our phones, we’re pulling a lever in the hope of winning an exciting reward, much like using a slot machine.


Although it’s tempting to think that Harris is speaking metaphorically about tech addiction, it’s actually a very real thing. Every time we receive a text or status update, we get a jolt of dopamine in the pleasure system in our brains—the same system that controls addiction to drugs such as cocaine. Before smartphones existed, people spent an average of eighteen minutes a day on their computers and other electronic devices.7 Today we’re up to a whopping five hours a day,8 during which we tap our phones an average of twenty-six hundred times.9 About half of Americans are so addicted to their devices that they’d rather break a bone than their phones.10


Besides putting huge amounts of money into the pockets of device makers and technology companies, our addiction is reprogramming our minds and shaping our actions, feelings, and thoughts.11 It’s also interfering with our relationships. Author and thought leader Simon Sinek has observed that when young people experience stress, “they aren’t turning to a person, they are turning to a device and social media that offer temporary relief.” This coping mechanism has made us depressed, isolated, and less effective in our lives.


Two global studies conducted by Future Workplace in partnership with Randstad found that what younger workers say they want has very little to do with how they actually behave. The majority of the six thousand twenty-two-to thirty-four-year-old workers polled in more than ten countries told researchers that they prefer in-person communication to technology. Nevertheless, over a third spend approximately 30 percent of their personal and work time on Facebook.12 Instead of having in-person meetings and phone calls, we choose texting, instant messaging, and social networking. Many of my peers even become frustrated when someone calls and leaves a voice mail, which they view as an interruption.


Workplace loneliness is spreading. When we rely on devices to connect with other humans, our relationships become weaker. Replacing human interactions with text messaging makes us lonely and unhappy. The result is an isolation epidemic that has reduced the percentage of people who say they have a close friend and has left half of all Americans feeling lonely in their public lives.13 Dr. Vivek Murthy, a former surgeon general of the United States, told me that “loneliness and weak social connections are associated with a reduction in lifespan similar to that caused by smoking 15 cigarettes a day and even greater than that associated with obesity.”14


To be fulfilled at work, committed to our teams, and happy, we need to focus on building deeper relationships with the people around us. The famous Harvard Grant study by George Vaillant followed 268 Harvard undergraduates for seventy-five years, collecting data on multiple aspects of their lives at different time periods.15 Vaillant discovered that the best predictor of life satisfaction wasn’t money or career success; it was strong relationships.


A few researchers have studied the correlation between the loneliness that isolated employees feel and their commitment to their teams. The consensus is that having work friends and team camaraderie can make a huge difference when it comes to job performance, loyalty to the employer, and employees’ overall well-being. At Wharton School of Business Sigal Barsade interviewed 672 employees and their 114 supervisors and found that greater employee loneliness led to poorer task, team role, and relational performance.16 In a separate study John P. Meyer and Natalie J. Allen found that the quality of employees’ interpersonal relationships has a significant impact on how they perceive and connect with their companies. Employees who are lonely are more likely to feel a lack of belongingness at work and have a lower commitment to the company.17


Gallup interviewed more than five million people and found that just 30 percent have a best friend at work; those who do are seven times more likely to be engaged in their jobs.18 In a separate study for this book, Virgin Pulse and Future Workplace polled more than two thousand workers in twenty countries and found that 7 percent of workers have no friends at work and more than half have five or fewer friends.19 Those with the fewest friends felt lonely “very often” or “always” and were not engaged in their work. This is especially important for people of my generation, who consider their team their work family and their boss their work parent. No one wants to leave their family for a group of strangers at another company, just as no one wants to let their family down by being a poor performer.


Isolation in the workplace has caused employees to seek more intimacy, be more empathetic, and build deeper friendships. After surveying more than twenty-five thousand employees from ten countries, we found that remote workers who rely on collaborative tools are more likely to pick up the phone, check the tone of their emails, and befriend coworkers.20 As an introvert who has worked from home for several years in both Boston and New York, I can relate to this need for belonging, and I know that I’m far from alone. Even with New York City’s population of over 8.6 million and the countless restaurants, bars, museums, concerts, sporting events, and other activities the city has to offer, it’s easy to feel lonely here. And that’s a problem that affects cities and countries around the world, with devastating consequences. Japan’s population is expected to drop from 127 million to 87 million by 2060.21 The cause is fewer marriages, which stems from people not having enough human contact and instead relying on technology to do their “socializing.” In France, although the average workweek is fewer than forty hours and employees receive five weeks of guaranteed vacation, the government instituted a “right to disconnect” law, allowing workers to shut down their devices once the workday has ended.22 After discovering that more than nine million people always or often feel lonely in the United Kingdom, Prime Minister Theresa May appointed a minister for loneliness to tackle the problem.23


The combination of work isolation and technology overuse and addiction has given rise to what I call the experience renaissance, in which people are deliberately seeking out ways of spending time and doing things with others. A recent Harris Group study found that 72 percent of young workers prefer to spend more money on experiences than on material things.24 In festivals, adult day camps, yoga retreats, group trips, and dinners, people have sought out experiences as a way to establish the connections that they crave—and miss. Despite this renaissance, the average American still spends barely thirty minutes a day in face-to-face social communication, compared to three hours watching television.25 This lack of social connection affects not only our work experiences but also our survival. After reviewing 148 studies with 308,849 participants, Julianne Holt-Lunstad, a psychologist at Brigham Young University in Utah, found that the strongest predictor of a long, healthy life was social integration or how much we interact with people throughout the day.26


This book is a deeply personal one. As a young leader like you, I have struggled to maintain a balance between my business life and my personal life. I went from working on a team in a Fortune 200 company to being a “solopreneur” to being on a team again with another business, and I know that I’m guilty of overusing technology and texting instead of picking up the phone. Throughout my journey I’ve felt lonely, depressed, and fearful. Nevertheless, I’ve learned how to use technology to facilitate more in-person connections, and I know the value of those relationships and how to maximize them.


During a three-hour interview I did for a documentary on my generation, I was asked several times about the greatest challenge we face. While many might have said global warming, terrorism, or the student loan crisis, I said isolation. No question, those other issues are extremely concerning, but they’re pretty much out of our immediate control when compared to the day-to-day decisions we make about our lives. My hope is to start a global movement about the importance of employee relationships and to initiate a process of making the workplace a better experience for all of us.


The point of Back to Human is to help you decide when and how to appropriately use technology to build better connections in your work life. I’ve witnessed firsthand how technology has enabled me to create a network and build a business that I never thought would have been possible. I have also seen how some of that same technology has prevented me from building deeper relationships and distracted me from living in the moment. During my interviews with dozens of prominent leaders for this book, time and time again they reaffirmed that technology is a double-edged sword. Back to Human addresses the hidden emotional need that makes us more human and less machine, not by discounting technology altogether but by explaining how to use it to propel your career.


My personal mission is to assist you through your entire career life cycle, from college to the C-suite. My first book, Me 2.0, helped you get your first job after college, and my second, Promote Yourself, supported you on your upward path from that first job into managerial roles. I wrote this book specifically for the next generation of leaders. I will walk you through everything you need to do to create a workplace in which your teammates feel genuinely connected and engaged. This book will help you master self-connection, promote team connection, and build organizational connection. Doing so will help you be the leader your organization desperately needs, while providing greater fulfillment for you and those you connect with.


My goal is to bring some sanity back to the workplace. We spend an average of forty-seven hours each week working, and with all our devices, it feels like we’re always on the clock.27 Because we spend so much of our lives working, it’s absolutely critical that we improve our relationships with our teams and create a culture of trust.


Back to Human is designed to help you become a more effective leader by creating meaningful connections within our tech-heavy workplaces. Throughout the book you will learn how the four employee engagement factors (happiness, belonging, purpose, and trust) can be used to foster healthier and more productive work cultures. Each chapter focuses on an important topic that impacts our work lives. I start by identifying a problem and then move on to practical solutions to address that problem. You’ll learn how to make better decisions about interacting with your team; how and when to use technology (and when not to); and what specific steps you can take to facilitate deeper, more effective, and more human relationships with them. The corporate cultures we’re experiencing right now must change—and this book will show you exactly what you need to do to be more productive and fulfilled at work.


Cheers to your success!


Dan Schawbel




Take the Work Connectivity Index (WCI) Assessment


What It Measures, How It Works, and How to Take It


The purpose of this book is to help you build stronger relationships with your teammates so you can be a more effective leader and have a more fulfilling work experience. It’s easy to get caught up in our day-to-day business challenges and ignore the important task of cultivating deeper relationships with our colleagues. We aren’t self-aware about our own team connectivity because we take it for granted—yet it’s essential to our success.


For that reason, I worked with Dr. Kevin Rockmann, an associate professor of management at George Mason University’s School of Business, to develop the Work Connectivity Index (WCI), a self-assessment that measures the strength of your relationships at work. You and your entire team should take it to measure the level of connectivity you have with one another so you can increase that connectivity together. Teams with stronger levels of connectivity are more engaged, perform better, and are more committed to their organization’s future.


Your score is based on your personal needs for social connectivity, your actual connectivity, and the strengths of your relationships at work. Upon finishing the assessment, you’ll receive one of the following scores:




• High Connectivity. Your connectivity needs are generally being met because you’re getting enough personal interaction and attention from those on your team.


• Moderate Connectivity. Your connectivity needs are mostly being met. Because your personal needs for social connectivity are not likely to change, you may want to keep an eye on how much social contact you’re getting at work so you can continually improve your relationships.


• Poor Connectivity. You need more connectivity than you’re getting at work. Given your needs, you likely feel isolated from your colleagues.


• Weakest Connectivity. Your connectivity needs are far greater than what you’re getting at work, and you should make a considerable effort to improve those connections.





After completing this assessment, you will become more aware of how connected or isolated you are from those you currently work with. As a team leader who can administer this assessment to your teammates, you can identify employees who have a higher likelihood of quitting because of isolation and loneliness. You can also repeat the assessment over time to track improvements. Don’t worry if you receive a poor or weakest connectivity score; over the course of Back to Human you’ll learn many strategies that will help you improve your work relationships!


Take the assessment now at WorkConnectivityIndex.com.






Part I


Master Self-Connection







Chapter 1


Focus on Fulfillment




Given how much time you’ll be spending in your life making a living, loving your work is a big part of loving your life.


—MICHAEL BLOOMBERG1





Technology is fueling loneliness. I’m an introverted entrepreneur who sometimes spends way too long tucked away inside my home office and not enough time interacting with others. And while I’ve often thought that isolation and solitude give me a chance to recharge, I’ve also noticed that when I spend too much time alone, not only do I get lonely, but the next time I’m around people I feel somewhat awkward and stumble over my words. Those are just my symptoms. Many researchers have studied the effects of isolation on our minds, cognitive abilities, and health. Clinical psychologist Ian Robbins found that subjects who had been isolated in soundproofed rooms in a former nuclear bunker for as little as forty-eight hours suffered from anxiety and paranoia and exhibited deterioration in their overall mental functioning.2 Social psychologist Craig Haney studied inmates who spent time isolated from other prisoners in the Security Housing Unit at the maximum-security prison Pelican Bay. Nearly all of them suffered from anxiety, nervousness, and psychological trauma.3 Also, many studies point to social isolation and the lack of close friends as a major health risk for elderly people.


While you (hopefully) may not be able to relate to being in solitary confinement, we have all felt isolated and alone at one time or another. And it’s becoming more and more common as we replace face time with FaceTime and other apps.


Technology—especially social media—is isolating us even more. A study of 1,787 young adults by psychologists at the University of Pittsburgh found that just two hours of social media use per day doubles the risk of social isolation.4 Researchers at the University of Houston studied Facebook users, looking at how likely they are to compare themselves to others, how they feel about other people’s posts, and whether they experience depressive symptoms while browsing. They found that the more active people were on Facebook, the more depressed they were.5


No one knows exactly why there’s a connection between social media use and depression, but I have a theory. When we log into Facebook and check our friends’ updates, on the surface we may applaud their achievements or be excited about their new babies, but underneath we end up feeling inadequate. That’s because our own accomplishments are no longer enough. We now feel the need to surpass others and showcase our successes—one-upping others in the process—on social media. Online, we’ve become our best PR versions of ourselves, but I’ve come to believe that the more baby pictures people share, the unhappier they are. They’re using the baby to cover up issues they’re having in their careers or marriages. You may have friends who do this or may be guilty of doing it yourself. One recent study found that only 6 percent of young people have a completely true picture of their lives on social media, thanks to their need to impress others.6 Although some competition is healthy, social networking has amplified our deepest insecurities about our own value. The more we check our social media feeds, the more we’re comparing our lives to others. We feel that we can never measure up, and we fail to realize our own unique work contributions.


Social Media Is Hurting Our Well-Being


Social media and technology use is also associated with other negative outcomes. Gallup interviewed more than five thousand people to investigate the association between Facebook activity and real-world social activity and found that Facebook use was negatively associated with well-being.7 Now don’t get me wrong; even though I’m picking on Facebook and other social media platforms, I’m a big fan. My point is that these networks were supposed to bring us closer together, but in addition to isolating and depressing us, they have negatively impacted our well-being and have changed our view of what a meaningful career and life should look like.


This brings up a point that I’ll be making throughout the book: as technology becomes more and more pervasive in our personal and work lives—and it will—interpersonal skills will become more important. “Doing business is all about relationships, and relationship-building skills will never be automated,” says Dan Klamm, director of talent marketing and alumni relations at Nielsen. “Things like listening skills, empathy, conflict resolution, and follow-up will be more important than ever. Technology and social networking platforms give us new avenues to spark connections and maintain relationships, but truly building a trusting connection with someone involves 1:1 communication.”


Andrew Miele, director of development at Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, believes that this may be an especially difficult challenge for young professionals. “While technology as a medium for social interaction has been able to connect people across distances, it can lead to the opposite over the long-term. Behaviorally, generations who are brought up with technology from childhood may find it harder to engage and focus in the workplace, and may have a harder time building meaningful work relationships. Those with greater attention spans and focus, and those who demonstrate the ability to generate ideas will likely be highly sought after by future employers.”


The people you regularly interact with influence your well-being, happiness, and fulfillment. When you replace emotional connections with digital ones, you lose the sensation of being present and the feeling of being alive. Every time you choose to send a message instead of picking up your phone or walking a few feet to the office next to yours, you miss an opportunity to engage with your teammates on a deeper level. Instead of letting technology be your crutch, let it be a path to more interactions, joy, and meaning.


Burnout Is Inhibiting Our Fulfillment


When we’re fulfilled at work, we bring positive energy and happiness into our personal lives. We seek fulfillment through meaningful work that aligns with our values and supports the people and communities around us. That said, the workforce is currently suffering a major burnout problem. Employees are working more hours with less vacation or other time off and no additional compensation. As a result, they’re changing jobs more frequently because there’s less incentive to be loyal. In a research study with Kronos, we found that nearly a third of attrition is due to burnout.8


In another study—this one with Staples—we found that half of employees do additional work from home after their standard workday is over.9 Managers expect their employees to answer their emails and phone calls at night, on weekends, and sometimes even when they’re on vacation. Nearly half of employees don’t feel that they have enough time outside of work to engage in personal activities. Unfortunately their paychecks aren’t reflecting the huge increase in what is actually time devoted to the job. To make matters worse, while wages aren’t even keeping up with inflation, corporate profits are up, which leaves a lot of employees feeling mistreated, unappreciated, and even more burned out.


We’re also suffering from some major health issues that affect productivity and well-being and get in the way of fulfillment. One of the side effects of burnout is lack of sleep, and over a third of us get fewer than seven hours of it, whereas most of us should be getting a minimum of seven, according to the National Sleep Foundation.10 We’re failing on nutrition as well, with more than two-thirds of workers now overweight or obese—something that’s partly attributable to eating meals alone at our desks instead of going to lunch with our coworkers11 and partly to the increased stress burnout causes, which often leads to overeating. In fact, when we asked thousands of employees to name the biggest obstacle to work performance, half said stress.12 It’s difficult to get work done and be healthy when you’re anxious, are stressed, and have a backlog of projects you need to complete.


Mental health affects our well-being and happiness as well. About 20 percent of employees suffer from mental illness, and antidepressant use has surged 400 percent over the past ten years.13 Because employees aren’t making more money, they have less to save, which makes them even more stressed out. A third of employees have trouble meeting household expenses, and of the 50 percent who carry credit card balances, one in four has trouble making minimum payments each month.14 Finally, employees feel more isolated because they often aren’t forming deep relationships with their teammates, and when they change jobs even those connections get lost, which leads to weaker organizational cultures. For this book, Future Workplace partnered with Virgin Pulse on the Global Work Connectivity Study of 2,052 employees and managers from ten countries.15 Thirty-nine percent of our participants said they “sometimes,” “very often,” or “always” feel lonely at work. Not surprisingly, younger generations—those most likely to rely on technology to communicate with their colleagues—were lonelier than older generations (45 percent of Gen Z and millennials versus 36 percent of Gen X and 29 percent of baby boomers).


Better Well-Being Improves Engagement


Clearly your employees are facing some pretty significant challenges; as a leader, it’s your job to do whatever you can to support them so they can focus more of their attention on getting work done and less of it on whatever it is that’s stressing them out. The best way to do that is to prioritize their mental and physical well-being. As a leader, it’s just as important that you focus on your own well-being. If you aren’t healthy or happy, your employees will be affected by your condition. Unfortunately too many organizations (and their leaders) haven’t focused on or prioritized mental and physical well-being.


The results of this neglect are startling. Workers with low levels of well-being are twice as likely to have high health claims costs, four times as likely to perform poorly on the job, forty-seven times as likely to exhibit high presenteeism (i.e., physically being there but not working at capacity because of illness or something else), seven times more likely to be absent, and twice as likely to have little intention to remain with their employers.16


What kinds of well-being programs does your company offer? Our study found that 36 percent offer flexible work hours, 24 percent offer health-risk assessments, and 24 percent offer healthy food options. Sadly, more than a quarter of employers don’t offer any well-being programs at all.


The good news is that overall, workplace well-being is on the rise—in part because it makes financial sense, but also because employees are demanding change and are seeking leaders and organizations that put well-being first. It’s much more common these days to find walking or standing desks, nap or quiet rooms, on-site gyms, and yoga or meditation classes in the workplace. Companies have realized that by improving their employees’ well-being, they can lower health-care costs and absenteeism while increasing productivity and retention.


Employees reached similar conclusions long ago. “If there is one thing I won’t sacrifice, it’s my health,” says Amanda Healy, senior marketing manager at TIBCO Software. “I view exercise and well-being as a luxury, and it’s a luxury I refuse to live without. I actively schedule in time every day to go for a run, hit the weights, ride my bike, or attend a spin class. Without this scheduled personal time, I wouldn’t stay sane (or be enjoyable to be around).”


There’s no end to the ways you can incorporate wellness into your life and your company. Exercise—whether that’s a seven-minute app-based workout in a hotel room, a twenty-mile training run, or the hour-long boxing classes that Kiah Erlich, senior director at Honeywell, takes—is one of the top ways people take care of their physical (and mental) health. Many make a commitment to eat healthy meals. Some meditate, whereas others, including Sam Howe, director of business development at MSLGROUP, post inspirational mantras where they can see them throughout the day. Laura Enoch, director of brand marketing and communications at Shake Shack, has a standing breakfast date with her husband every morning, and Jessica Goldberg, senior producer at Mic, keeps a gratitude journal.


What can you do to give your employees access to more opportunities for wellness? If you need ideas, they’ll be glad to tell you.


Better Relationships Promote Greater Fulfillment


While conducting numerous research studies over the past few years, I have learned that as important as well-being is, being paid fairly is the top priority for all workers. In today’s workplace, it’s no longer taboo to talk with your colleagues about how much you make, and you can easily look up pay grades online to discover whether you’re being compensated fairly. (Fairness is the trait employees value most in their leaders.17) Regardless of people’s age, race, gender, level of education, or country of residence, money will have a major influence on what companies they work for, how long they stay there, and how well they perform. When we aren’t paid fairly, we feel dissatisfied, complain, and look for new job opportunities. With so many full-time workers taking on freelance work to make ends meet (or failing to save for retirement), I don’t blame them for focusing on compensation. But there’s more to a fulfilled life than money.


Nobel Prize–winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman discovered that emotional well-being rises with income—but only until we make about $75,000. After that, the whole money-buys-happiness idea is largely a fantasy.18 Although money is clearly important to workers, and you should give raises and bonuses, money alone won’t help with their overall well-being. The relationships you have with others are a much better indicator of your long-term well-being. Too much focus on money—and too much staring at our phones—limits our ability to build those relationships. In fact, our devices are actually creating weaker relationships within our teams. Forging stronger relationships would help our well-being a lot more than money would.


Relationships with your colleagues at work are critical, not only to your employees’ (and your own) wellness, but also to the long-term health of your organization. “The real power of a very strong team is that people independently understand the work that they have to do, and they go above and beyond to deliver,” says Mathew Mehrotra, head of the Canadian personal banking digital experience at BMO. “I think the core of that is actually the deep connections between leaders and their teams. I have gone much farther because I am personally committed to leaders here, because I think their vision is the right vision and as people I really respect them, and I have got so much more out of my team on the same basis.”


Leor Radbil, senior associate of investor relations at Bain Capital, agrees. “Having a good relationship with my immediate coworkers is extremely beneficial,” he says. “First, it makes coming to work every day enjoyable. More importantly, our friendship and familiarity make working together easier. I’m comfortable asking my peers for help, and they’re comfortable coming to me with questions or asking for advice.” Felipe Navarro, global marketing manager at Siemens Healthineers, sums this up quite nicely: “The basis of a good performing team is trust, and trust is only developed with relationship.”


If you build strong relationships with your teammates, they will work harder for you and stay longer with you, and you’ll feel more fulfilled—not just as a boss, but also as a human being. Good relationships minimize bottlenecks when managing projects and make coming to work more enjoyable, even when difficult issues inevitably arise. Focusing on developing stronger relationships with your teammates will help you fulfill your own needs and help your team fulfill theirs.


Getting What We Need to Feel Fulfilled


We all have basic human needs that must be met for us to feel fulfilled. If we examine Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, we see that after meeting their physiological and safety needs, people focus on belongingness and love. The relationships we have with our coworkers and friends are more important than our need for self-esteem and self-actualization. “A sense of belonging as a basic human need is greatly fulfilled in the workplace,” says Nim De Swardt, the chief next-generation officer at Bacardi. “The quality of people I work with and a job that brings me true meaning is the core of my existence.”


However, somewhere along the line the order got switched, and we have skipped over relationships and focused on making ourselves feel good (self-esteem) and on getting ahead in our careers (self-actualization). For example, instead of helping one of your employees with a project, you might decide to continue working on another project that you believe will help your career more. The truth is that helping your employee with their project would both strengthen your relationship and satisfy your mutual need for belongingness. This would benefit your mental state, which in turn would make you more productive and happy. In addition, your coworker would be more likely to work harder for you.


During my interview with Lazlo Bock, the former SVP of people operations at Google, I asked him why employees stay at the company. “The single biggest reason is because of the other people. They feel surrounded by curious and interesting people that want to have a big impact on the world,” he said. It’s not snacks, pool tables, free beer, food, or driverless cars that we need; it’s people. Our relationships with our coworkers will make us stay with our companies longer and be more fulfilled. Your teammates can help you solve problems, do work that you don’t have time for, and be your friends if you let them. Rajiv Kumar, president and chief medical officer at Virgin Pulse, told me that having good friends at work is essential. “Let’s say something you’re working on doesn’t go your way, you have a bad interaction with somebody you know, or you fail at something you’re trying. If you have really close friends at work who can lift you up and make that work day a more positive day, that’s huge.”


Successful leaders in today’s working world also improve their well-being by helping their coworkers improve theirs. In a study of over five million people, Gallup found that those who have a best friend at work are seven times more likely to be engaged in their jobs, are more productive, and are more innovative. Yet less than a third of employees have a best friend at work.19 As I mentioned previously, we’re spending an ungodly amount of time working, at the expense of our personal lives.


The bottom line is that regardless of our age, gender, or ethnic background, we all share the basic human needs to connect deeply with others, to feel loved, and to matter. By meeting these needs, we will be happier and more fulfilled and thus more productive and successful in our teams. Being a leader is about creating fulfillment for yourself and your team, and when you do, the true magic at work occurs.


Pop quiz: I’ve used the word fulfilled or some variation at least a dozen times so far in this chapter. It’s the kind of word that might seem easy to define but can mean very different things to different people, particularly when we’re talking about fulfillment at work. What does it mean to you? Let me provide a few examples of what others say.


Derek Thompson, a senior editor at The Atlantic, says that his fulfillment “doesn’t live in accomplishments but in the process of learning to love the process.” Sam Violette, manager of e-commerce, mobile, and emerging technologies at Land O’Lakes, Inc., says that “nothing tops the satisfaction derived from positive, measurable, tangible impact on my company or co-workers.” Vicki Ng, senior program manager of Global University at Adidas, needs continuous growth and learning, while Rajiv Kumar, chief medical officer of Virgin Pulse, needs an intellectual challenge. For Philip Krim, CEO of Casper, it’s working with smart, engaged, empathetic people. And Rosie Perez, lead financial officer for global consumer services in business planning at American Express, feels most fulfilled when the people in her organization succeed in their careers. “My best days are when someone that works for me finishes up a big project, gives a fantastic presentation, or finds a great new role,” she says.


Begin by Focusing on Your Own Fulfillment


When you’re fulfilled in your job, you’re moving closer to achieving your life goals. This is your ongoing journey to develop yourself and make a difference. Every time we try to compete with or compare ourselves to others, we derail our own fulfillment. If you see one of your friends sharing on Facebook that they are going to start a company, that doesn’t mean you should quit your job and follow in their footsteps. They have made that decision based on what makes them feel fulfilled. What fulfills you probably isn’t the same.


The cool thing about fulfillment is that it’s deeply personal, and although you’ll need your team’s aid to accomplish your goals, at the end of the day you’re the one who’s responsible for your own fulfillment. There are benefits: when you feel fulfilled, you naturally have a positive attitude and a clearer direction for what you’re working on.




Define Your Own Fulfillment


Answer the following questions to help you define your own fulfillment:


What do you enjoy doing the most?


What do your past accomplishments tell you about your strengths?


What are your core values (i.e., adventure, challenge, contribution, respect)?


What brings out your most positive feelings and emotions?


Where do you envision yourself in the future, and why?


Here are a few examples of how notable people define their own fulfillment:


Maya Angelou: “Success is liking yourself, liking what you do, and liking how you do it.”


Richard Branson: “The more you’re actively and practically engaged, the more successful you will feel.”


Deepak Chopra: “Continued expansion of happiness and the progressive realization of worthy goals.”





Next, Support Your Team’s Fulfillment


When you’re on a plane and the crew members go through the preflight safety demonstration, they always say, “If you’re traveling with a child or someone who requires assistance, secure your mask first, and then assist the other person.” In the same way, when it comes to well-being, once you’re confident of your own needs, you can—and should—be a role model for your team. Research shows that well-being is contagious, meaning that if you have a high level of it, your positive state will begin to rub off onto your colleagues.20


As a leader, you’re in a unique position to ensure that your employees get their needs met and to encourage them to enroll in any wellness-related programs that your company offers. But before you can do that, you need to understand what those needs actually are. And that starts with one-on-one conversations. “A lot of times the simplest way to help a teammate achieve their goals is first asking what their goals are,” says Vivek Raval, head of performance management at Facebook. “It’s easy to assume people’s goals based on their position and your perception of their situation, but I’ve always been surprised at how varied the responses can be when you hear it straight from them in their voice.”




Sample Conversation About Fulfillment


You: I wanted to take a minute to speak with you about your goals and what I can do to help you reach them.


Your teammate: I want to become a marketing executive at this company and be able to retire by age sixty, like my parents did.


You: That’s great! Let’s put together a development plan for how you can advance here and make more money, so you can retire when you want to. Let’s get together every Monday so I can coach you. And I’ll start giving you new projects that will help you gain more visibility and recognition here.


Your teammate: Thank you for the support. I’ll send you a calendar invite so we can lock in those coaching sessions.





The Five Characteristics of Personal Fulfillment


Becoming fulfilled is neither simple nor easy. There are several key factors you need to focus on to ensure that you’re living a happy, well-balanced, and meaningful life.


Let’s dig a little deeper into these five areas of fulfillment.




Connection. A strong connection to your teammates makes work more meaningful and enjoyable. The lack of it makes work feel like a chore and creates the silos that eliminate creativity and innovation. You can create connection by encouraging your teammates to support one another. This might mean ensuring that you have more face-to-face conversations and joint social activities so that you can get to know each other better.


Values. If one of your values is authenticity, create and support a transparent and honest culture in your team. Be open to sharing personal information or summaries of conversations you’ve had with senior executives. This will demonstrate your authenticity and help build trust. Your values are reflected in your actions so the more you demonstrate them, the more you internalize them.


Purpose. Think hard about your personal story up until right now and about the thread that connects the decisions you’ve made. My purpose in life is to help my generation throughout the entire career life cycle, from student to CEO. Every decision I make has to be aligned in a way that keeps me on track to achieving that purpose.


Openness. Many people fear change because it is, almost by definition, unpredictable. But as a leader you need to be open to it. When you’re recruiting new teammates, look for differences more than similarities. And with your current team, being open means meeting with and including new people who have diverse backgrounds and worldviews. Instead of keeping company secrets, confide in your team so that you can build trust. Being open is also about expressing your true feelings instead of holding back. If something is bothering you, share it with your team members so they become more open to you and understand you better.


Accomplishment. This is not only something we desire but also the emotional feeling we have when something is finished. If you want to be more accomplished, set more goals and make sure they’re attainable. Smaller goals can lead to bigger ones, which will give you different levels of achievement at different times.





These five characteristics have a direct impact on your work experience, health, and well-being. If you aren’t fulfilled, you won’t be able to help your teammates be fulfilled either. To assess how well you’re doing when it comes to each of these characteristics, fill out the following report card by responding to each question with a “yes” or a “no.” Then add up all the yeses.






	Fulfillment Report Card






	I feel that my life lacks true meaning.

	 






	I regularly feel bored and not challenged in my job.

	 






	I jump from project to project without a clear sense of direction.

	 






	I feel like I have not connected my core values to my work.

	 






	I feel isolated and distant from my teammates.

	 






	I rarely speak up in meetings because I’m afraid of rejection.

	 






	I’m struggling financially, and it’s affecting my work.

	 






	I’m not confident that I can improve my current work situation.

	 






	Total

	 







If you have fewer than five yeses, you have a strong sense of well-being and fulfillment. You have trusting relationships, are able to get things done, and are mentally healthy. If you have five or more, you need more trusting and deep relationships with your team, and you need to devote more thought to what gives your life meaning and pride.


Now that you understand how fulfilled you might be, you’re ready to plan your future so you can enhance the five characteristics. Take a look at the chart that follows. In the “Current” column, order the characteristics according to how well you’re doing. Then, in the “Priority” column, order them based on what you most need to improve on.






	Characteristics of Personal Fulfillment

	Current

	Priority






	Connection: Having supportive relationships

	 

	 






	Values: Aligning your work with your personal core beliefs

	 

	 






	Purpose: What gives your life meaning

	 

	 






	Openness: Your ability to adapt to people, situations, and change

	 

	 






	Accomplishment: Completing tasks and achieving goals
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