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PRAISE FOR DECENT PEOPLE, DECENT COMPANY


“Insightful and practical, Decent People, Decent Company focuses on the critical importance of character as well as competence, and it offers a richly rewarding reading experience no matter where you are on the learning curve of leadership.”


—B. FRANKLIN SKINNER, RETIRED CHAIRMAN & CEO, BELLSOUTH TELECOMMUNICATIONS, INC.


“The Turknetts are leaders in contemporary leadership development and organization performance. Their beliefs are an essential part of leadership development at Pearl Izumi, and we will provide a copy of this book to managers/leaders in the company.”


—JERRY EDWARDS, PRESIDENT, PEARL IZUMI


“The Turknetts impart a practical and actionable sense of how core values can be applied in the daily execution of business. I have personally benefited from many of their observations.”


—GITHESH RAMAMURTHY, CHAIRMAN & CEO, CCC INFORMATION SERVICES


“Character, respect, and responsibility are what we all need from our leaders today. As you read this book, you will see the applications to your business as well as your personal life.”


—RUSS UMPHENOUR, CEO, RTM RESTAURANT GROUP, INC.


“Decent People, Decent Company is one of the best books on leadership I have ever read! It gets to the heart of leadership, to the essence of integrity, respect, and responsibility, and is a must-read if you run a company, a classroom, or a family.”


—CONCHITA ROBINSON, CEO, C. ROBINSON ASSOCIATES, INC.


“Decent People, Decent Company captures the essence of superb management—integrity, responsibility, and respect. A refreshing and invaluable book for any leader.”


—LAWRENCE W. HALL, PRESIDENT & CEO, PROSERO


“Just as playing tennis or golf with someone can give insight into their character, Decent People, Decent Company gives great insight into the value of integrity, respect, and responsibility for leaders of all human endeavors.”


—KEN BYERS, PRESIDENT, BYERS ENGINEERING COMPANY
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Foreword



After reading Decent People, Decent Company, one can’t help but speculate on the dramatic impact it could have on the careers of so many businesspeople.


Few of us take the time for meaningful self-evaluation, identifying our areas of strength and those in which we could improve. This book is filled with examples of people who have done just that. Their rewards have been substantial.


Building on their experience in the private practice of psychology as well as their extensive experience in corporate leadership, Bob and Lyn Turknett offer here a highly readable and instructive lesson on how to create positive leadership at every organizational level. From learning the value of listening, to developing empathy, to demonstrating a belief in the value of every individual, they provide tools that can augment and accelerate the movement toward organizational—and personal—goals and objectives.


This book gives advice that works equally well for all employees. It examines core values that can be translated into more productive and satisfying personal interactions in the workplace. How do we encourage trust? Why is transparency important? What is the role of integrity even in the little things? How do we create an environment that allows for freedom of expression, disagreements, and even challenges to the propriety of proposed actions?


In my forty-three years at United Parcel Service, we grew to understand that the seeds of trust, respect, service excellence, and personal responsibility must be sown at all levels. We also grew to understand that those seeds required constant tending and nurturing in order to thrive. The Turknetts tell us the same is true of any company’s core values. Without constant care, they will wither and die. This book offers all employees in every organization the opportunity to meet their responsibility to be effective leaders.


Kent C. “Oz” Nelson, former Chairman & CEO, UPS





Preface



We have worked together as a husband-and-wife team for more than twenty years, blending our disciplines of psychology and sociology to build a professional practice devoted to creating leadership at all levels. Our goal is to help people grow.


We have always believed that integrity and character are at the heart of good leadership. Based on our research and experience, we created the Leadership Character Model, which is at the heart of this book and guides our work. We picture the model as a scale, with respect and responsibility balancing on a base of integrity.


Developing the character for leadership is not an easy journey; we are still on the road ourselves. In this book, you’ll see that when leaders build character, they foster organizational cultures that encourage decency and growth in everyone. Both the individual and the company win. So does society as a whole. Strengthening your Leadership Character is important whether you are


• A top leader who wants to make your company a place where everyone works as enthusiastically as you do


• A midmanager or team member who wants to lead more effectively and make a real difference


• An individual who wants to exercise creative leadership in your church or synagogue, neighborhood or city, or family


We were refining our ideas of Leadership Character (and working on this book) long before the breathtaking scandals at certain American companies came to light. Suddenly, the decency and values that should form every company’s rock-solid foundation seem as hard to grasp as sand. The headiest economic boom in history has dissolved to reveal a shocking poverty of corporate ethics and leadership.


We admire American business and the effort and dedication so many people bring to their work. By and large, the companies and individuals we have worked with have tried hard to lead with integrity, but we should all be frightened by the pervasiveness of the corrosive cultures at Enron, WorldCom, and HealthSouth. Surely the leadership there failed miserably and should be held accountable, but none of us should sit back and say, “Look how bad they are.” We all need to look inside. The transformation of organizations and individuals must be deeper and all-embracing. We’re all participants, and it’s up to each one of us to change how we think and behave.


When people are asked to list great leaders, names like Lincoln, Churchill, and Mandela are most often mentioned—people who were called to lead during times of war and social upheaval. These statesmen had already developed Leadership Character when they met the challenge. We believe this kind of character is necessary for every successful leader. In fact, it’s the kind of character we all need.


Failures of leadership notwithstanding, we are optimistic. We believe this may be the best time for all of us to find the character and courage to lead. The crises we are facing today are perfect crucibles to shape leadership in all of us, and greatness in some.


The best leaders have confidence in themselves and respect for others. They have a sense of ownership of and responsibility for their entire organization, not just their own projects and work units. They know that by acting with integrity and vision, they can inspire those same values in everyone around them. They make the world a better place.


Explore with us how to become one of them.


Bob Turknett


Robert L. Turknett, Ed.D.


Lyn Turknett


Carolyn N. Turknett, M.A.
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Introduction



We believe that the foundation of leadership must be character, and that the foundation of leadership character must be integrity. Without an underpinning of integrity, leadership ultimately fails. Leaders’ mistakes, even enormous ones, can be overcome. But failures of integrity cannot.


American culture is largely shaped by business. Business leaders, occupying positions of power, have a huge impact on the culture, which gives them both opportunities and obligations. We want to influence them to exercise their leadership from a foundation of integrity.


“There are two arguments for treating people decently,” an article in the Financial Times recently argued. “The first is that it is right, and the second is that it is profitable. [But] it says something about the moral environment that most advocates of treating workers decently feel obliged to rely on the second argument rather than the first.”1


We agree that when companies create trust, treat everyone with respect, and encourage leadership at every level they are tremendously more successful. We’ve seen this over and over. But we also firmly believe that companies and individuals have a moral imperative to behave with integrity, whether it leads to financial success or not.


The idea that the sole goal of a public company is to increase shareholder value is deficient—and unsustainable. Pursuit of shareholder value without respect to employees and customers, community and environment, demeans our collective humanity. It impoverishes our world, both literally and spiritually. People and companies with character do not think that way.


Most of the businesspeople we know strive to conduct themselves with integrity. But some fail. The corrosive culture of selfishness that took hold at Enron, for example, obscured ethical concerns and the good of the organization. The culture celebrated mavericks who were smart and answerable to no one. It was precisely the mistaken notion that talented individuals could be freed from responsibility to the organization as a whole and to the larger community—and freed from conforming to codes of ethical conduct—that helped create Enron’s implosion.


MODELS OF INTEGRITY AND CHARACTER


“I am not a hero. I just did what any decent person would have done.”


The speaker was Miep Gies, a secretary in a Dutch chemicals business. Gies considered herself an ordinary person, but she had extraordinary integrity. Her Jewish employer, Otto Frank, with his family and four other Jews, tried to escape the Nazi roundups by moving into a secret apartment on the company’s premises. Gies provided food and protection. When the fugitives were discovered and sent to concentration camps, she defied Nazi orders and returned to the apartment. Scattered across the floor were the handwritten pages of the now-famous diary kept by Frank’s daughter Anne. Gies gathered the pages and saved them. As a result of her simple acts of bravery, the world was enriched with a literary work of extraordinary humanity and moral power.


Gies’s comment modestly states that what she did was nothing special. Yet it took incredible courage for her to remain true to her values—for instance, the value of respect for others regardless of their heritage—and to translate those values into action. This is character, and any decent person must have it. “It’s easy enough to state your values and personal integrity during the good times,” says Bill George, author of Authentic Leadership, “but what really counts is how you perform under extreme pressure. That’s when the character and value of a person are determined. It is during this time that you establish your moral compass—a sense of right and wrong.”2 Miep Gies lived with integrity while risking arrest and death. When our everyday circumstances are so much less dire, how can we not do the same?


Think of the most inspiring people you have worked with. What are the qualities that set them apart? Aren’t they the brave ones who stand up for what they believe? Can’t they always be counted on to tell the truth—and not to twist facts or “work the system” for personal advantage? Can’t they also be counted on to follow through on commitments—to do what they say they will do, when they say they’ll do it?


These are people with integrity. Whatever their job titles may be, they are the ones who move things forward, inspire commitment from colleagues, keep the group on course—and are willing to question that course when necessary, too. These are the real leaders, who generate and sustain cultures of character in their organizations. Every one of us is capable of developing the core qualities of leadership character and becoming one of them.


Top leaders may bear the greatest responsibility for establishing a culture of character within an organization. But if we just leave it to CEOs and board members to behave respectfully and responsibly, we will not get very far. If you don’t think you’re contributing anything of value to the company you work for, and you can’t figure out how to do so, why are you accepting a paycheck? Do something proactive or move on. Solve the problems you see. Anyone can sit on the bench and complain, but no one deserves to be paid for it.


We’re talking about taking responsibility for what you think is wrong or could be improved—whether it’s an ethical lapse you see, an opportunity for developing a new product, a nonsensical process that needs correcting, or a promotion you think you deserve—and doing so in a way that works and that encourages others to join you in the effort.


Creating a culture of character requires hard work every day by every member of an organization. It requires that each of us believe that part of our purpose on this earth is to become better people. It means embracing the paradox that because we are fallible—unable to be truly perfect, or to perfect anything—the potential for growth never ceases. It means taking individual responsibility for every family, team, community, or organization we belong to. And that means taking responsibility not only for the successes of those enterprises, such as growth and profits, but also for their ethics and daily conduct.


We believe that developing character and integrity can be the most rewarding thing you’ve ever done. It allows you to accomplish more; to genuinely like your job more; to commit more fully to whatever you’re doing, whether that’s running a Fortune 500 company, organizing a PTA fundraiser, or managing a major project at work; and to simply enjoy yourself more as you interact with others. It allows you to lead in a way that lends integrity to everything you touch.


RESPONSIBILITY, RESPECT, AND A FOUNDATION OF INTEGRITY


When we say individuals have character, we first mean that they are decent, honest, authentic human beings: they have integrity. We also mean they work hard and get results: they’re responsible. And we recognize that they treat other people with respect and the belief that they’re equally important. Responsibility and respect are the two essential components of leadership character; integrity is its grounding.


Companies with character are just like people with character. They get results, but they do it with integrity—responsibly and respectfully. Like people of character, companies of character are able to balance the core qualities of responsibility, such as accountability and courage, with the core qualities of respect, such as humility and lack of blame.


In this book, we share what we have learned about how people and organizations can develop these core qualities and build their leadership character. We’ve seen how much happier people are, whatever their job, when they take responsibility not just for their careers, but for who they are and for the organizations they are in. Wherever you are, you can be more effective at getting things done, solving problems, and making things happen if you are willing to think more about what needs to be done than about what’s wrong with other people. If you act in the best interest of the organization you’re a part of, you’ll find that things go better for the organization and for you. Our model is designed to help individuals learn how to lead by understanding the essential aspects of true leadership character.


Central to our understanding is the simple but powerful knowledge that the individual and the organization are not separate in how they behave or in how they grow. If you lead with character, wherever you are in the hierarchy, you can help create an organization in which


• All participants are aware of their contributions and willing to challenge the ethics of any action


• Everyone takes responsibility for and ownership of success


• All members treat each other with decency and respect, feel they all have a seat at the table, and want to enthusiastically invest their energies


We have spent most of our career working with senior leaders, helping them develop these qualities. We are passionate about this work because we know that through it we have made a difference in the lives of many, many others. We have great admiration for the leaders we have worked with, many of whom you will hear from in this book. Most of these individuals are—and already were, before we met them—excellent leaders. They worked hard to open themselves to change. Most of them would now agree that character development can and should continue throughout a lifetime. There is no one who cannot deepen his or her character. If each of us embraces that idea, our organizations and our society will be stronger and healthier.


You can approach the character challenge from either place—that is, as an individual who wants to grow your own leadership, or as a member who wants to grow your organization’s character. This book will help you focus on and develop your own core qualities of character; and by doing that, you will inevitably become a force for the growth of integrity and character throughout your organization. Our fervent hope is that you will take what we offer and use it to make a positive difference in the world.





PART ONE
INTEGRITY—THE NATURE OF CHARACTER






CHAPTER 1
Character, Culture, and Change



Early in his career, Bob was the psychologist for the Brevard County school system in Florida. As part of his job, he routinely visited all the schools in the county, and afterward he would come home and talk about what he’d seen: “Different schools have such different feels,” he said. “At some, the kids all seem so happy. They have their work and drawings posted everywhere, but the rooms feel orderly. The teachers seem to love their jobs. And I don’t know how they do it, but the principals seem to know every kid’s name. The kids love to see their principal coming down the hall. But at other schools nobody seems happy. The teachers sound like they’re yelling and pleading all the time. I’ve heard some really harsh words, and you hardly see the principal outside the office. Some schools are just so chaotic I can’t see how anybody’s learning a thing.”


Each school had its own personality or culture. Bob soon realized the difference was due in large part to the type of leadership coming from the principal. Where the school’s personality was negative, the principal was often remote and rigid; there were lots of unnecessary rules, and the teachers felt micromanaged. Where there was an absence of discipline the principal tended to be permissive and ineffectual. Where there was a positive atmosphere the principal was visible and engaged and seemed to encourage creativity and new ideas from both teachers and students. Most other factors were equal. It was one school system with uniform rules and guidelines, and ostensibly the same high standards in all schools. Most of the neighborhoods had similar demographics. But different styles of leadership produced different results because organizations are malleable. Performance tended to be higher in schools with positive personalities. In every case, the leadership emanating from the principal made a significant difference between a happy school and a hostile one, a good place to learn and a poor one. Each school was a distinct social system affected by the specific inputs of the leadership it received.


The leadership of any organization plays a primary role in creating its culture. Bob’s observations in the schools bear that out. It’s also true that the nominal leaders don’t do it alone. In all social systems every participant makes a contribution, whether actively or passively, intentionally or unconsciously, creatively or destructively. Power doesn’t flow only from the top to the bottom; people at every level of an organization have influence on its tenor, style, and ultimate effectiveness. Human beings are also malleable, and so are social systems such as corporations and workplaces. How we think of ourselves affects the nature of our participation and, in turn, the culture of the organization itself.


LEADERSHIP CAN COME FROM ANYONE


The Customer Care Club


At a supermarket in a small town in Georgia, an assistant manager had initiated a “customer care team” for employees, but two weeks later he was promoted and transferred to another location. Alice, the assistant front-end manager, and Oscar, the produce manager, had been excited about the project and couldn’t stand the thought of letting it go. They went to Gordon, the store’s general manager, for permission to continue the project. “Ideas were just popping in our heads,” Alice recalls. “We chose the name customer care club instead of team because some people saw team as something management sets up. But club seemed to mean that others who want to can join. We thought that if we increased employee morale, it would increase customer satisfaction.”


They decided to start with the break room. It was a mess: small and dingy with a seven-foot ceiling that made it seem like a cell, and an old microwave with a broken latch. They couldn’t make the room bigger, but they could make it better and brighter. They painted the room themselves, and Alice had the idea of painting a blue sky and clouds on the ceiling. Management agreed to install a new microwave and a snack machine, which might not sound like much of a victory in a food store but actually took the club members’ best powers of persuasion.


Then, an employee newsletter was started. “It’s always good to see your name in the newspaper,” Alice explains, “and the paper helps us recognize even the little things members do to serve customers better.”


“Employees are excited: They look at their newsletters before they look at their paychecks,” Gordon says. “Another way we give recognition is to bring members into the weekly department head meeting and talk about the special things they’ve done for customers.”


“We also realized that we needed input from our customers,” adds Oscar, who built and installed a writing shelf under the store bulletin board to hold comment cards and pens. The store responds to all complaints, but now most comments are positive. “Members now seem to care about what happens to the store,” Oscar says. “They don’t just do one job—they take care of the whole store. Before, when you’d ask people to do something other than their exact job responsibilities, they would say, ‘I don’t get paid to do that.’ Now, they come in to work smiling and do what needs to be done. Turnover is decreasing, and teens are telling their friends that this is a good place to work.”


Gordon has been confident enough in his skills as a manager to let employees not only take the lead but also give him feedback on his management style. “Originally I was a hatchet man, but I’ve mellowed over the years; I’ve learned to listen more. Before, I’d sometimes go out just to walk around the store, but at times I’d have something else on my mind and I wouldn’t speak to anyone. I heard about a teenage employee who thought I didn’t like her because I ignored her. That was a lesson for me.”


Everyone reports that Gordon’s leadership style has changed dramatically, and he agrees. “I always allowed only department heads to give me feedback in closed management meetings,” Gordon says. “Now, though, everyone can tell me what they think, and they can do it throughout the day.” It has paid off for him in reduced stress. “I used to worry. Now when I leave the store, I know I have fifteen or twenty people I can count on to have my interest and the store’s interests at heart.”


“Results have been excellent,” he concludes. “There’s been a reduction in the number of negative comments, an increase in production in the store, an increase in the number of customer compliments, an increase in positive 1-800 calls, and—best of all—a double-digit increase in sales.”


• • •


RELATIONAL LEADERSHIP


Clearly, we can change our minds about leadership. For example, we can decide that leadership is something we each participate in and can contribute to no matter where we are in the hierarchy. Changing our minds changes the way we behave, and that makes possible changes in other people and in the very system in which we are operating.


In a 1996 article, William Drath, a research scientist at the Center for Creative Leadership, wrote:


There are leaders, but they don’t make leadership happen. And there are followers, but they are not the objects of the leader’s leadership behavior. Leaders and followers alike participate in leadership. Leadership is a property of the relationships people form when they are doing something together. Good sets of relationships constitute good leadership, which produces good leaders and good followers.1


Leadership, in other words, is an aspect and function of a social system, not just of particular individuals within it, and everyone who participates in the system has the responsibility to contribute to it.


Organizations must be understood and structured in ways that encourage this kind of participation. The information age technologies we all now work with have made this change both imperative and inevitable as they enable virtually instant communication and networking among people at all levels, inside and outside an organization. The old up-and-down-only dynamic has been replaced. Of course, some positions still entail more power and responsibility than others, but we all know that managing in today’s environment is not about issuing orders and imposing control. It’s about awareness, resilience, and adaptation; about listening, coaching, collaborating, and evolving. Those qualities are only possible when everyone feels responsible for the enterprise as a whole, respectful of it and respected by it as well.


We Create the Systems We Are In


What you believe about yourself and others, about how organizations work, and about leadership and hierarchies has an enormous impact on what you see and experience as you participate in an organization. Many organizational theorists believe that social reality and social behavior are not preprogrammed but rather dynamically created by the people involved. This idea, called social constructivism, holds that our ideas about how that reality is created affect what we create.


Whether it’s objectively true or not, if you believe that the company for which you work does not want your input, you probably will keep your ideas to yourself and eventually will come to feel degraded and resentful. Your experience of the organization will be a negative one.


This could be your experience even if the organization is not so rigidly hierarchical. The top-down models we all have in our heads from early learning can make us behave as though it’s true, even when no one, including top leadership, consciously wants it that way. What happens is people don’t try things; they box themselves in; they sit down and shut up (or just complain at the water cooler) when they could make a difference if they tried. Even top leaders who proclaim they want people in the organization to take initiative may at times reflexively fall back into the old style, too, thinking, “I’m in charge here,” and fail to listen.


If, instead, you believe your ideas are good ones and your colleagues should hear them, you’re more likely to express yourself freely and to have a more powerful experience of participation.


The work of David Cooperrider, professor of organizational behavior at Case Western Reserve University, and his colleagues grew out of this kind of thinking. Called Appreciative Inquiry, it is grounded in social constructivism theory, the idea that we create social reality as we go, cocreating it continually with those around us.


Cooperrider believes the attitudes we have toward an organization and the assumptions we bring to the situation will have a profound impact on what we find and experience there. If a change agent, such as an outside consultant or senior leader new to the enterprise, approaches an organization seeing it as nothing more than a collection of problems to be figured out and solved, the people within the organization will come to see the company that way and become more and more dispirited. If the change agent, however, starts by looking for what is going right and assumes there are existing strengths to find, people within the organization develop energy, enthusiasm, and an appreciation of the strengths of the whole. Cooperrider has written:


Organizations are products of human interaction and mind rather than some blind expression of an underlying natural order. Deceptively simple yet so entirely radical in implication, this insight is still shattering many beliefs, one of which is the long-standing conviction that bureaucracy, oligarchy, and other forms of hierarchical domination are inevitable. Today we know that this simply is not true.2


Another belief this notion shatters is that people who do not happen to be placed high in the power structure lack the ability to exert influence on the whole.


We ourselves are not by any means strict social constructivists. We don’t think, for instance, that a tyrannical boss would necessarily be any more benevolent just because his underlings were somehow convinced to see him that way. We do think there’s a good deal of truth in the idea that we have considerable power over our experience of reality. The top leaders within any organization are the primary originators of its culture, but any member is capable of having an influence over it, too. (Our study of organizational behavior has led us to believe that balanced views are usually best. When theories compete, there are often important truths to be gleaned from many visions.)


As we have said, the views people have about themselves and others, and about the way the organization works, make a huge difference in what they see and how they behave. We create our reality. If leaders have an especially big impact on that reality, it’s primarily because everyone else pays so much attention to their ideas, behaviors, and moods.


Cooperrider believes those of us serving as agents of change should take an “appreciative” approach, building on the positives we find, to help the organization actually become more positive and healthier. This central theme of Appreciative Inquiry is of great value to us in our work. We encourage you to try it yourself.


We Get What We Expect


In his first inaugural address, Abraham Lincoln called on his fellow Americans to summon “the better angels of our nature.” Summoning our nobler side—the part that doesn’t take the easy way out, that makes the decent choice even when it’s difficult; that forgives; that doesn’t take advantage of others—usually takes a conscious decision and some effort, but it’s well worth it. People who consciously try to bring out the best in themselves and others are happier and more successful because the effort usually works. To some degree at least, we end up seeing what we are looking for.


Lyn was an avid gardener when our children were young. “One year,” she remembers, “I saved the seeds from a particularly delicious cantaloupe. The next spring I planted them. The vines grew really vigorously and started flowering. Fruit began forming, but it kept turning dark. I figured something was wrong with them, and I kept throwing these ‘rotten cantaloupes’ away. Then one day our oldest son, Rob, who was five at the time, came in from the garden. He said, ‘Mom, it’s so funny–your cantaloupes look just like that squash we once had for supper.’ The seeds, of course, were not from a cantaloupe vine but from an acorn squash; I’d mixed them up. And because I was looking for something else, I had thrown away a lot of perfectly good squash!”


If We Expect Better, We Get That, Too


Expectations work the same way in organizations. The way managers and leaders view the people they are managing makes a remarkable difference in their subordinates’ behavior and performance. If a manager acts with the belief that a direct report is not very capable, that employee is likely to demonstrate mediocre behavior. If a manager believes the best about a worker’s capabilities, good work is the more probable result.
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