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            Introduction

            
               A deep sense of love and belonging is an irresistible need of all men, women, and children. We are biologically, cognitively, physically, and spiritually wired to love, to be loved, and to belong. When those needs are not met, we don’t function as we were meant to. We break. We fall apart. We numb. We ache. We hurt others. We get sick.

               —Brené Brown

            

         

         We yearn for connection. But we are disconnected. We find ourselves on platforms, not in communities. It doesn’t help that many traditional sources of community have withered. In neighborhoods, kids may gather. Adults, not so much. Droves of people have stopped attending church. And far fewer people are going into a workplace. The very future of the workplace, and the sense of community we felt at work, is at risk.

         Despite our deep desire to feel a sense of belonging, many of us struggle to feel a part of a team (or to find a team!). We’re on the sidelines. Stuck. The more hours we log there, the tougher it feels—our confidence plummets, our will wanes, our sense of isolation increases. We languish. We break. We numb.

         It doesn’t have to be that way. We can move from surviving to thriving, together. Someone in my own family showed me how.

         
            *  *  *

         

         In 2008, my brother Mike and his wife Sarah had a truly terrible, life-changing day. In the morning, a doctor informed them that their unborn child was missing a kidney and possibly other organs. That afternoon, they returned home to even more devastating news: their two-year-old daughter Annabel had a rare chromosome disorder, dup15q, and her mind would probably not develop beyond that of a five-year-old child.

         Feeling lost, scared, and alone, Mike turned to Google. “I wasn’t prepared for this very rare disease that we’d never heard of,” he said. “I didn’t know how to parent a kid like this.” Most of the guidance he found online was unhelpful. But then he clicked on a PDF file containing six stories from parents whose children experienced autism, thirty to forty seizures a day, and other disabilities. These were the most powerful stories Mike had ever read, and that’s saying a lot given that he had worked as a journalist for ABC News, NBC News, and the New York Times. Containing joy and humor, they offered reason for hope. If these parents could cope with these disabilities and even find joy in the process, maybe Mike and his wife could do the same.

         Mike grew more optimistic after he and his wife conquered another parenting challenge. Typically, children pick up food and other items by using their forefinger and thumbs in a “pincher grasp.” Annabel had trouble with this pincher grasp and couldn’t pick up anything, including her favorite food. Mike and Sarah turned to therapists, doctors, and other pediatric specialists, and when nothing helped, Mike again resorted to Google. He posted the pincher grasp question on a message board, and the mother of a dup15q child replied with a solution. Mike and Sarah followed her directions, cutting two tiny holes in a sock—one for Annabel’s forefinger, another for her thumb—and placed the sock-glove on her right hand. They put a normal sock on her left hand so she couldn’t “cheat” and grasp an item using her two wrists. Every day at mealtime, Annabel’s parents equipped her with the sock-gloves and placed some delicious blueberries in her dining tray, knowing how irresistible she found them. Within a month, not only had Annabel activated her pincher grasp—she’d mastered it!

         Health solutions, Mike realized, can be simple, and the best ones often reflect lived experience rather than professional expertise. Family and friends are great, Mike told me, but people facing health challenges need a tribe. Instead of asking isolated questions on lone message boards, they need a network, a flesh-and-blood community, and an organized, moderated forum for discussion. He imagined a series of dinner parties, where a diverse mix of doctors, caregivers, researchers, and patients could convene in an intimate, comfortable setting to ask questions or simply seek support. Eventually these dinner parties would morph into something bigger and continuous, like a global network. Such a network had potential for global reach and impact. If well executed, he thought, it could even form a blueprint for the future of healthcare.

         In 2014, Mike and Sarah bootstrapped a new venture they called The Mighty, a digital media company connecting people facing disease, disability, and disorders. Since then, The Mighty has grown from a tiny team of several dozen to the largest, most engaged healthcare community in the world. The Mighty has attracted millions in venture capital and now hosts over three million members who exchange advice and provide support in seventy-eight different languages. In 2019, after members clamored for in-person meetings, The Mighty orchestrated over one thousand nondigital meetings. Every month, The Mighty stories receive over one hundred million views and the community sends over twenty million emails to members. Many members post questions for others, like the post from a man from Portugal. After asking about his bipolar disorder, the man received feedback the next day from people in fifteen different countries, including developing African nations.

         More people today find themselves feeling like Mike on the day he received the devastating diagnoses about his children: alone and disconnected. Our society is increasingly divisive and nasty, lacking the security, support, and warmth of traditional communities. A revealing study showed that the number of “close others” that Americans claimed to have in 1985 was only three. In 2004 this dropped to one, with over 25 percent of Americans saying that they have no one with whom to share a personal problem. Our well-being has declined in turn.

         From 2013 to 2016, major depression rose by 33 percent, according to data from forty-one million Blue Cross Blue Shield health records.1 According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the rate of suicide in the United States increased 28 percent between 1999 and 2016.

         Isolation has also damaged business performance. My colleague Tony Schwartz and I asked over twenty thousand people across diverse industries and organizations around the world about their quality of work and life. The fundamental question we sought to answer was: What stands in the way of being more satisfied and productive at work? This survey was posted on Harvard Business Review (and later on Huffington Post, where we collected a small proportion of responses). We published results in Harvard Business Review and the New York Times. Our study found that 65 percent of people don’t feel any sense of community at work. Another study found that 76 percent reported difficulty making connections with work teammates.2 Over 40 percent feel physically or emotionally isolated in the workplace.3 Lonelier workers reported lower job satisfaction, fewer promotions, more frequent job switching, and a higher likelihood of quitting their current job in the next six months.4 Lonelier employees also tend to perform worse.5 As US Surgeon General Vivek Murthy explains, “At work, loneliness reduces task performance, limits creativity, and impairs other aspects of executive function such as reasoning and decision making. For our health and our work, it is imperative that we address the loneliness epidemic quickly.”6

         When people feel a sense of community at work, we found that they are 74 percent more engaged and 81 percent more likely to stay with the organization. They report 83 percent higher thriving at work and having an internal sense of being energized, alive, and growing. In another study, Gretchen Spreitzer and I looked across six different organizations from various industries and found that those thriving at work had 16 percent better performance (as reported by their managers).7 They also were far less burned out, so they missed much less work and reported significantly fewer doctor visits, which meant huge healthcare savings and less lost time for the company.

         This research is very personal for me. I find myself—and others—surviving or thriving based on feeling a sense of community and belonging. At the extreme, workplaces may feel void of community, and even toxic. Instead of supportive, energizing connections, a workplace might feel draining from de-energizing ties that suck the life and siphon the spirit from us. I vividly recall walking into a hospital room outside of Cleveland to see my strong, athletic dad with electrodes strapped to his bare chest. What put him there? Work-related stress stemming from two toxic bosses.

         At the time, I didn’t realize he was inaugurating a family tradition. A couple of years following this medical event, just after I’d graduated from college, I scored what I thought was my dream job, helping a global athletic brand launch a sports academy. Unfortunately, I’d stumbled into an uncivil work culture where bullying, rudeness, and other forms of disrespect ran rampant. Since then I’ve felt both the joy of working in places that embodied community as well as the sheer disappointment and frustration of working in places that lack community. These experiences inspired me to study workplace culture and how leaders might work together to make their people and organizations thrive.

         Creating Communities That Thrive

         I define a community as a group of individuals who share a mutual concern for one another’s welfare. Teams or tribes tend to refer to smaller communities, and I call the people who bring teams or tribes together to create a larger community of leaders. Communities, teams, and tribes are everywhere—they can exist in families, schools, places of worship, and local municipalities. They often include duties or obligations, and members may share ideas, interests, proximity (remote or not), or any other number of things, but a distinguishing factor is caring for one another. Community, team, and tribe are subjective. They reflect an awareness of the bond existing between people.

         Unfortunately, community-rooted organizations like The Mighty remain rare in today’s business landscape. Organizations consistently underestimate the value of community. Alternately, they focus on areas like employee engagement, retention, and purpose instead of on building community first and allowing these other elements to follow. Our need for affiliation, or connection, is one of our three most fundamental needs, along with autonomy and competence. Of these three, connection is arguably the most important.8

         I’d like us all to form community-first businesses like Mike’s. To that end, I’ve investigated hundreds of organizations like The Mighty, trying to determine the dynamics underlying successful communities so that we can help create more of them. I’ve interviewed and surveyed hundreds of thousands of people across six continents in nearly every industry and type of organization, including start-ups, Fortune 500 giants, hospitals, nonprofits, schools, universities, sports teams, religious communities, government agencies, and community, industry, leadership, coaching, and student associations. Consulting with scores of diverse communities around the world, I’ve discovered that companies and leaders can best build communities by

         
	sharing information,

            	unleashing people,

            	creating a respectful environment,

            	practicing radical candor,

            	providing a sense of meaning, and

            	boosting member well-being.

         

Part 1 of this book details these characteristics in turn, considering how they each help us build the types of communities that bring out the best in employees. I intend this section as a practical guide for leaders and managers seeking to build thriving workplaces, and for anyone trying to become more effective and influential at work. Just because you’re not leading an organization doesn’t mean you can’t make it better for everyone, including yourself. In fact, my research confirms that community matters, and that your kindness, consideration, and respect can have a potent effect, creating a positive dynamic among your colleagues. Through small actions, you can strengthen your community and lift up your organization.

         Part 2 of the book reminds us that we as individuals need to control our contributions, bringing our best selves to our communities. In these chapters, I explore the basics of self-awareness, movement, nutrition, recovery, and mindset. Our muscles are like a pharmacy that pump “hope molecules” into our bodily systems, giving us a potential cure to our loneliness and isolation—but only if we get up and move. While a lack of sleep contributes to poor mental and physical health, it also contributes to loneliness. Sleep deprivation is a strong social repellant, complicating our relationships with others and leading to misunderstandings. Pay attention to your mindset and what you’re feeding yourself—literally and figuratively. The social media, music, and other entertainment we consume affect not only ourselves but also others in our personal and professional communities. What we ingest from these sources, and our social network, affects our mood and mental health, and we pass our anxiety, depression, and stress on to others.9

         In effect, your body hosts a dynamic and complex inner tribe, comprising over thirty-seven trillion cells. Ask yourself: Am I and my complex inner ecosystem thriving, or am I merely surviving? Don’t settle for surviving. Start inching yourself toward thriving. A decade’s worth of data, which I’ve accumulated from tens of thousands of employees across diverse industries and roles, suggests that the vast majority of us are merely surviving. Less than 10 percent of us are managing our inner tribe—our body—well, and only 25 percent are in the reasonable range; 40 percent of us are working at a significant deficit, and nearly 25 percent are in full-fledged crisis. All told, that’s 65 percent in the danger zone.

         Leaders are most effective when they encourage and model respect and care for an inner tribe. When leaders explicitly encourage employees to work in more sustainable ways and when they themselves model a sustainable way of working, their employees are 55 percent more engaged, 53 percent more focused, and much more likely to stay at the company. By creating a culture in which people can thrive, leaders and managers can help us to enjoy happier, healthier, more fulfilling lives so that we in turn can contribute to and enrich our communities.

         Too many people today feel like my brother Mike did—disconnected and suffering. As a society, we’re not fractured, we’re broken. It’s time to get back to basics and prioritize human connection. We’re not meant to be alone. Community helps support people through challenges and make the good times better. I hope the powerful stories and research in this book inspire and empower you to create a thriving tribe of your own. Organizations and their leaders really do have the power to design groups that strengthen connection. These groups in turn bring out the very best in people, enabling them to elevate additional teams and communities. Put this book to use, and you’ll trigger a ripple effect that will benefit not just your own people, but also individuals and organizations across society.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part 1

            Building Communities That Thrive

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Unite

            
               You can’t unlock potential if you cannot unlock people.

               —Brené Brown

            

         

         Phil Jackson coached the Chicago Bulls to six National Basketball Association (NBA) championships, and then came close to repeating that record when he coached the Los Angeles Lakers to five NBA championships. He was legendary as a coach but also won two NBA championships when he played with the New York Knicks. But what set Jackson apart from his peers was something that went beyond his extraordinary ability and skills, according to Steve Kerr, who was one of his players and who is among the very few who can even come close to Jackson’s record. An eight-time NBA champion, Kerr won three of his titles as the Golden State Warriors’ head coach, and five as a player—three of them with the Chicago Bulls under Coach Jackson. He says that Jackson’s success as a coach had much to do with his ability to make his players feel like they were part of a community—a cohesive, mutually supportive community, a band of brothers that was much more than just a sports team.

         When Kerr played with the Chicago Bulls, the players started every day with a meeting in Phil’s team film room (where they would watch video on their team and opposing teams), which was memorably adorned with a wooden arrow, a tobacco pouch, a bear-claw necklace, an owl feather, a painting that depicted the story of Crazy Horse, and some pictures of a white buffalo calf, the most sacred animal in Sioux lore.1 These Native American artifacts were beautiful as decorations, but they were also meant to communicate a message to the players, Kerr explained: “Jackson felt we were a tribe and referred to us as a tribe. That was important to Phil, and he tried to create a sense of a tribe. [Being there] didn’t feel like a team meeting. It felt like a gathering spot. And it started to generate conversation. It wasn’t about establishing fundamentals that we were going to work on for offense or defense. We were just communicating.”2

         It was on South Dakota’s Pine Ridge Reservation, where Jackson and his fellow New York Knicks teammate Bill Bradley had coached a six-year series of basketball clinics, that Jackson was first exposed to Native American tribes and their culture. He was so moved by the Lakota Sioux’s practices that he incorporated their values into his leadership and was eventually named Swift Eagle in an official Lakota ceremony. Jackson marshaled his knowledge of Native American culture to promote the idea that for his players, each season should focus on a sacred quest.3 And just as the Lakota tribe had sacred rites that they practiced, so, too, did the Chicago Bulls. Before every game, they put their hands together for a team chant and invoked their sacred quest—a fourth NBA title was the quest one year.

         Central to Jackson’s work with his players was the “sense of camaraderie” he provided, according to B. J. Armstrong, who played six seasons for Jackson. This was as important to them as any of his coaching expertise. As Jackson explained to an interviewer, “What we try to do with our group is breathe together, share the same space, find something outside just playing basketball on the court. This ‘spiritual stuff’ brings an act of community to us.”4 Making sure that everyone on his team felt like they belonged and had a role to play was a critical part of Jackson’s overall strategy, and one reason he placed such emphasis on the triangle offense. This is an offense geared toward thinking and moving in unison. What particularly appealed to Jackson about the triangle offense was that it empowered everyone on the team and demanded that they subordinate individual needs to those of the group. It might have seemed like a surprising choice since Jackson had perhaps the greatest NBA basketball player of all time, Michael Jordan, on the team, and most coaches would have designed an offense to key completely off Jordan (as had been the case with the previous coach’s system). But Jackson wanted the Bulls to become less of a one-man team fixated on Jordan, to let the ball flow to other players in order to ensure that each player felt his contributions mattered. When he played for the Bulls, Kerr viewed the triangle offense as “part of a whole philosophy of teamwork and connectivity. And I totally felt it when I was playing there. I never felt more important as a player than I did in Chicago.”5

         Jackson developed a culture that demanded and rewarded teamwork, in which everyone felt they were an important part of the team. This applied to the role players, too, those who were not stars or starters. Even those at the very end of the bench were made to feel that they mattered, which encouraged them to remain focused and ready to play anytime they were sent into the game. Player John Salley noted, “On this team you feel like you’re worth something even if you’re the 12th man.”6 It was that feeling of mattering, of belonging, that unlocked everyone’s potential.

         Although Jackson’s still-unbeaten record of NBA championships coached clearly demonstrates his commitment to winning, he was also committed to the communal spirit that bound the team together, and he understood that winning wasn’t the only thing that counted. In 1990, one of Jackson’s Chicago Bulls stars, Scottie Pippen, lost his father. Pippen missed a playoff game after the death and was “off” when he returned. Jackson thought it was important for the team to acknowledge Scottie’s loss and support him. With Jackson’s encouragement, players circled Pippen and said a prayer. “Scottie was clearly moved,” Jackson reported, noting that such heartfelt affection was rare in the NBA. Buoyed by his teammates, Pippen lit it up that night, scoring twenty-nine points, with the Bulls finishing off the Philadelphia 76ers to take the playoff series.7

         By the final game seven of the next series, however, stress had taken its toll on Pippen. He had a migraine that gave him double vision, and his play suffered. Some in the press blamed Scottie for the team’s heartbreaking defeat, but Jackson, who was certainly as disappointed as anyone, defended Scottie, as did the men on the team, rallying behind him. That spirit of empathy and camaraderie is the seed from which the championship team was born, according to Jackson.8

         In one of his books on his coaching experience, Sacred Hoops (a play on words that refers both to the hoops on the court and to the Native American metaphor for the loop of life, the “circle of existing things”),9 Jackson reflects on our society’s focus on “rewarding winners at the perilous expense of forsaking community and compassion.” He wanted to do things differently, he said—to create a supportive environment for players in which everyone had each other’s backs and no one was made to feel that they personally bore the burden of winning. His goal was for the tribe to “heighten the feeling of intimacy, the sense that we were engaged in something sacred and inviolate.”10

         To forge that sense of intimacy and trust, Jackson used the players’ daily meeting in the team film room as an opportunity to get them to share their views on topics other than basketball. “Some coaches try to force players to bond with each other by putting them through hellish Marine Corps–style training,” he writes. “That’s a short-term solution, at best. I’ve found that the connection will be deeper and last longer if it’s built on a foundation of genuine exchange.” One of the topics that he focused on for this exchange of views was ethics. Each season, after selecting the twelve-man roster, Jackson would distribute a modern-day reinterpretation of the Ten Commandments and then he’d have one of the players read a section from the book to stimulate team discussion. “Once we had a heated debate about guns after I noticed someone carrying a weapon on the team plane,” Jackson writes. Some of the players felt they needed guns for protection, but he challenged them to think about the danger of pulling a gun in a moment of anger. “The Bulls needed to learn that before something tragic happened.”11

         The open dialogue among the players, the willingness to be honest about their thoughts and their feelings, created a deep feeling of trust. “By end of season we had guys crying in front of each other in these meetings,” Kerr said. “We had guys toasting one another. It was such an incredible experience. But he set it up by being vulnerable and showing that vulnerability himself and establishing that culture of communication and trust.”12

         All the things that Jackson did to create a supportive community, a tribe, a safe space in which the players felt they could open up and be vulnerable and authentic with each other were critical to the success they enjoyed. And much of what he did to encourage a sense of community is adaptable to all kinds of organizations. In this chapter, I discuss how organizations as diverse as the Chicago Bulls, Cisco, Cleveland Clinic, Spanx, and Google X have created environments that help unlock people’s potential, and how you can do so, too.

         Shared Patient Experiences:

A Rocket Ship for Health

         Shared medical appointments (SMAs) may be the medicine of the future. The basic concept works just the way it sounds: A number of patients meet with a single physician, in person or virtually, instead of attending a traditional one-on-one appointment. Dr. Jeffrey Geller, who has been called the godfather of group medicine, started his first groups back when he was still a medical student in 1997, and was one of the earliest practitioners. As a first-year medical resident, Dr. Geller had an epiphany about the potential power of such groups. What he saw among the patients he treated as a resident made him began to wonder: Why did some people exhibit resilience in the face of a medical issue while others completely fell apart? He did some initial research, which showed that people who were lonely were using their health center four to six times more often, and were using the emergency rooms two to three times more often. So he began to view loneliness as a medical issue.

         With the help of some grants he received on the basis of his research, and inspired by one of his patients who was doing some informal group work herself, he organized his first couple of groups, both of which focused on diabetes. Dr. Geller, who has been working primarily with underserved areas in Massachusetts and focusing on group work ever since then, sees group work as the antidote to the problem of loneliness. What he discovered was similar to what my brother Mike learned after creating The Mighty, his healthcare organization. The groups under the umbrella of The Mighty were created to address specific health needs, but beyond that they were solving for the fundamental societal problem of isolation.

         Explaining how he works with patients in his groups, Geller said that the first visit is really about building rapport, finding out why the patients have come to the group, asking them the one thing they wished they could do if they weren’t dealing with whatever problem is making life so hard for them. In a recent diabetes group, he recounted how someone said, “I’m here because I have diabetes and I’m suffering because I have to urinate so often. I can’t go to New York City to visit my family. I can’t sit on a bus that long.” When something like that comes up, someone else in the group will often offer a suggestion—“Hey, I have an idea. Hey, have you tried this medicine? Have you tried eating differently?”—and this kind of exchange bonds people together.13

         Since then, the idea has taken root and spread to many institutions and practices. Dr. Marianne Sumego is the person who pioneered Cleveland Clinic’s SMA program in 1999, and she has overseen its development since then. A typical SMA in the Center for Functional Medicine at Cleveland Clinic will bring together ten to twelve patients who share a common diagnosis along with a facilitator who is a registered nurse, and perhaps a nutritionist, or a health coach, advanced practitioners, or experts in whatever field might be most useful to the particular condition being discussed. A physician leads the group and begins by addressing each of the patients individually, soliciting information about their condition, developing a plan for how to tackle it, and then going on to do the same for the next patient until everyone has been heard and everyone has had a chance to ask questions. A physician and health coach work with the group for fourteen of the twenty sessions. A dietitian works with the group independently for six sessions. The process allows the patients to learn from each other as well as from the doctor and helps them to realize that they are not alone in facing their problems. Dr. Sumego told me that these SMAs provide a nonthreatening, supportive environment for patients that is hard to achieve one-on-one.

         To illustrate why SMAs can be more effective than individual sessions, Dr. Sumego recounted the story of a patient of hers with a family history of colon cancer who, for many years, had refused to get a colonoscopy. Despite Dr. Sumego’s urging, the patient was adamant that she wouldn’t do it. This patient later joined an SMA led by Dr. Sumego, and when she revealed to the group her reluctance to go for a colonoscopy, another group member asked her what exactly she was afraid of. It was clear to this group member that the woman didn’t grasp the importance of a colonoscopy, so she told her own story. She, too, had been reluctant to have a colonoscopy, she said, but when she finally did, she learned she had cancer. Fortunately, she had caught it at an early enough stage that she was able to seek treatment and enjoy a full recovery. She urged the reluctant patient to go for her test, and rallied her, explaining how she would be able to get through it. Based on this, the woman did finally have the colonoscopy that Dr. Sumego had been recommending for years.

         As Dr. Sumego explained, the feeling of community helps patients not to feel so isolated and gives them the advantage of experiences shared by those facing the same issues as they do. Patients will say to one another, “Yeah, you can do it, I know you can meet these hurdles, because I did.” That can have a much bigger impact coming from a peer than from a doctor. Patients in SMAs realize they’re not the only ones to have these problems, they learn from each other, they get encouragement and reinforcement from their fellow group members, and they celebrate each other’s successes. Peer pressure is part of the group dynamic, too, and it also can be more effective than a doctor’s recommendations, as the story of Dr. Sumego’s patient reveals.

         According to bestselling author Dr. Mark Hyman, the founder and director of the UltraWellness Center and the head of strategy and innovation at the Cleveland Clinic Center for Functional Medicine, a communal approach to medicine just might have the potential to revolutionize healthcare. And it may be particularly useful for dealing with the kinds of issues addressed by functional medicine, which is Dr. Hyman’s specialty. Functional medicine is focused on the treatment and management of chronic disease through medical as well as behavioral and lifestyle interventions, with a particular focus on nutrition. The many chronic conditions that functional medicine treats range from heart disease to diabetes, autoimmune disorders to obesity, asthma to addiction, arthritis to chronic pain. As of 2020, half of the US population has a chronic condition, and 25 percent has two or more. Chronic disease is the leading cause of death in the US. By 2055, specialists project chronic illness will cost the country $95 trillion.14

         Dr. Hyman’s colleague Tawny Jones has been with Cleveland Clinic for over two decades. She is currently the chief administrator of the Center for Functional Medicine. After the center began taking patients, there was such high demand that it eventually had a waiting list of up to eighteen months. Thinking about how to deal with that challenge, Jones came up with the idea of Functioning for Life, which offers ten-week programs of disease-specific SMAs, from which patients can select the series that is right for them. The programs currently available focus on

         
	immune/autoimmune disorders, which include conditions such as lupus and psoriasis;

            	diabetes, metabolic syndrome, and prediabetes;

            	women’s health issues, including such conditions as menopause, PCOS, and PMS;

            	digestive disorders such as IBD, IBS, GERD/reflux, and gastrointestinal issues;

            	weight management; and

            	pain management—conditions such as chronic migraine, osteoarthritis, fibromyalgia, and minor back pain.

         

Each week, the patients interact with a multidisciplinary team of functional medicine providers that may include some combination of physicians, physician assistants, nurse practitioners, dietitians, health coaches, and behavioral health therapists. Patients will also have access to individualized support and ongoing communication with members of their care team throughout the ten-week program.

         According to Jones, the patients rate these SMA programs anywhere from one-third to two-thirds higher than one-on-one appointments. Forty percent of patients achieve clinically meaningful changes in mental and physical health, which is remarkable in such a short period of time. And they have an 80 percent retention rate over the course of the ten weeks, which Jones describes as so good that it is “actually shocking.” She suspects that these success rates are due partly to the relationships patients develop with each other during the sessions, and partly to how much they learn from one another—often because they end up sharing details about their experience that they wouldn’t have thought to mention during a one-on-one appointment. It turns out “getting healthy is a team sport,” as Jones puts it. By the end of the ten weeks, they’ve learned everything they need to know about self-management of their condition, which may include information about diet, the effects of nutritional deficiencies on their health, stress management, relaxation techniques, how to develop healthy sleeping patterns, and the power of movement.

         This intimate group model changes the dynamics of honesty. In group settings, once people become comfortable with each other they’re often willing to share more than they would with a doctor one-on-one. And the more they share, the more they learn, and the more they understand about how to take care of themselves. Jones explains that often patients don’t know how to dial into their own strength; they need to tap into the strength of someone else. But “by the time [people] are halfway through this program, they find their voice, they’re empowered, the feelings of loneliness dissipate…and they’re encouraging each other to go on.”15 “It’s cathartic,” she says. “Patients really have a sense of not being in this alone.”

         One patient whose remarkable success story both Dr. Hyman and Tawny Jones describe was a severely obese sixty-five-year-old woman who was suffering from diabetes, fatty liver, congestive heart failure, kidney failure, and who was in need of both a heart and a kidney transplant. She’d eaten junk food her entire life because that’s what her family did. “But in a few weeks of the program,” according to Jones, “she was put on an anti-inflammatory whole foods diet, low in sugar and starch, and immediately she saw her levels normalize. She had lost 43 pounds in three months. A year later, she’s one of our biggest advocates.…She’s lost 116 pounds, and all her conditions are reversed, and she’s now medication-free, and saved over $20,000 a year in healthcare costs.”

         For this woman, who had wanted a one-on-one appointment but went to a group because the waiting list for one-on-ones in the Center for Functional Medicine was so long, the power of the group, of learning about food and self-care from her peers, turned out to be life changing. As Jones says, “Magic happens within the group.”16 Time and again, Jones has witnessed how the openness and extreme honesty of the participants creates a thriving community. She views these group visits as a rocket ship for people’s health.

         The success the Center for Functional Medicine has had with its groups has led to many of the other parts of the Cleveland Clinic organization adopting the group approach and discovering how effective it is. From a total of 385 such appointments at Cleveland Clinic from 2002 to 2004, there were an astonishing 35,000 in 2019 alone. And the variety of medical groups that participate in these SMAs is equally amazing. There are now 260 different types of shared medical groups at Cleveland Clinic. For example, Cleveland Clinic’s Minority Men’s Health Center partnered with the Center for Functional Medicine, and its founder and former director, Dr. Charles Modlin, who led groups in which there might be five or six men talking openly about health and sexual dysfunction—problems that, as Jones said, “these men are probably not telling their wife or doctor [about] because of shame or embarrassment.” But in these groups they are able to “peel back many concerns.” And the connections they forge are so strong that some of these men will go on to “meet up separately and support one another for years.” Although patients across the Cleveland Clinic SMAs may initially express hesitation as well, they are usually sold after the first shared consult. Approximately 85 percent to 90 percent of patients who attend any SMA at Cleveland Clinic schedule their follow-up appointment as a shared appointment as well.17 And like the patients who go through the Functioning for Life program, they rate SMAs two to three times higher than the traditional appointments, as Dr. Adrienne Boissy, chief patient experience officer at Cleveland Clinic (and a collaborator of mine), told me.

         Not only are patients more satisfied with their experience in the SMAs, but their outcomes are substantially better, too. A Cleveland Clinic study of 2,455 functional medicine patients found that those seen in the SMA program exhibited significantly greater improvements in physical and mental health—and greater weight loss—than patients in individual appointments (at three months). SMAs were also less costly to deliver care than individual appointments.18 Doctors who see their patients thriving in these SMAs often become the biggest advocates of the programs. Both Mark Hyman and Tawny Jones agree that doctors, after some initial hesitation of their own, have come around, and not just because of how well their patients do, but also because of the way these programs have transformed their own experience. Hyman talks about how SMAs reduce physician burnout by reducing workload pressures, and by making the whole practice of medicine more enjoyable, too. “I feel so much more satisfied because you’re connecting with people, you’re talking, you’re engaging, you’re laughing. It’s not as exhausting. It actually revives [your] love of medicine. It’s really a bi-directional relationship.”19 Another physician reported, “I think that [SMAs] have helped me to be more creative in looking at ways to meet people’s needs. Some of that just comes from the patients themselves because they often have some really neat ideas about how to overcome the challenges or difficulties in dealing with diabetes. So, I think that not only have I become more aware but I’ve also [gotten] some really good tips and ideas. I think there’s stuff I learned that I wouldn’t have learned if I had done it on an individual basis.”20

         Cleveland Clinic is also looking to partner with other organizations and community groups to bring this shared-experience model to them. For example, the clinic has taken it to over thirty local churches, which offer six-week programs that have helped improve the health of their members as people shed weight and get off medications. Some of the churches are even embedding the idea of getting healthier into their services.

         The sense of community SMAs provide is one of their most powerful and promising features. As Dr. Hyman explains, “People are so hungry to connect.”21 Perhaps that’s why so many of Dr. Geller’s and Dr. Hyman’s group members continue to connect with one another, for years and even decades after the groups themselves have disbanded.

         Given the increasing demand for healthcare, and the decreasing supply of physicians, SMAs can be a game changer for both patients and doctors. As Dr. Geller, Dr. Hyman, Dr. Sumego, Tawny Jones, and my brother Mike have all witnessed, the groups are important not just because of all the information that patients get in them, but also because the interactions among members of the group address the fundamental problem of isolation. Feeling supported by each other and having a sense of belonging tends to produce resilience in the face of health challenges. And what makes this kind of medical practice particularly promising for both the present moment and for the future is that these community bonds translate successfully to the virtual environment, where SMAs have blossomed.

         Cisco’s Conscious Culture

         Cisco has had an award-winning corporate culture for over two decades. It is one of the few companies to land on Fortune’s 100 Best Companies to Work For list every year since it was first published in 1998. This is of course an impressive achievement. What makes it all the more impressive is that it managed to remain on the list during a time of great upheaval, when six thousand employees were laid off.22 And more disruption was yet to come. After Chuck Robbins took over as CEO in 2015, Cisco underwent more change in a matter of three years than it had over the previous three decades, as Robbins steered it from being a predominantly hardware-centric company to a more software-based business.

         Change of such magnitude is deeply unsettling. It tends to crush employee morale, and many a firm has sunk under the pressure. Not Cisco. Even as its leaders retooled and replumbed this massive multinational into a business with a different kind of focus, their employees thrived—so much so that in both 2019 and 2020 it ranked number one on Fortune’s World’s Best Workplaces list as a whopping 95 percent of Cisco’s 77,500 employees worldwide reported that they feel proud of their employer and believe it’s a great place to work.

         There’s nothing accidental about Cisco’s achievement. Mark Chandler, Cisco’s executive vice president and chief legal officer, explains that “historically we’ve always tried to take the approach of trying to treat all of our stakeholders, our customers, our suppliers, and certainly our whole team, the way we’d want to be treated ourselves.”23 Its previous CEO, John Chambers, had been very focused on creating the kind of collaborative culture for which Cisco became renowned. It was during his regime that one of Cisco’s signature employee initiatives, the Our People Deal, got its start. Fran Katsoudas, a twenty-year Cisco veteran who had just been made the chief people officer in 2014, wrote the People Deal Manifesto based on all the input she solicited from employees after she took on her new post. The People Deal set out the goals and values that shape what the employees could expect of their company, and what the company expected of them in return, establishing a shared accountability. A two-way street, the People Deal created an environment in which the employees and the company were beholden to each other.24

         Then in 2015, when Chuck Robbins became CEO and chairman of the board, he, too, committed to those values, emphasizing that Cisco’s future hinged on its corporate culture.25 And in the interest of fostering even greater transparency and trust, which are crucial to navigating periods of change, Cisco established Conscious Culture—a culture that is aware and accountable for what’s working, what’s not, and how the company can improve. According to Fran Katsoudas (now the executive vice president and chief people, policy, and purpose officer), Conscious Culture was an initiative of the company’s People Deal Ambassadors—a committee of fifteen employees from around the company who had been chosen in 2018 to help close the gap between the leaders’ perception of Cisco and the way the employees experienced it. They’re called ambassadors because they represent their fellow employees to management, delivering the tough feedback that employees might be reluctant to voice themselves. Conscious Culture creates an environment in which, as Katsoudas says, “everyone owns it. People are willing to talk about tough things, which leads to those conversations becoming more natural.”

         Such conversations often involve complaints about bias of different sorts, discrimination, bullying, harassment, and so on. If it’s determined that valid complaints are serious, they get reported to the board. Each concern is investigated by the employee relations team. Cisco provides details, as necessary, if there are serious allegations. With this information, the board of directors can make decisions to ensure that the company is holding true to its commitment to fostering an environment where employees can thrive.

         Mark Chandler described how he dealt with one of these complaints, which involved someone who objected to an engineer who had hung a T-shirt from his cube that read “Blockchains Matter.” As Chandler recounted, his initial reaction was “Well, in an engineering humor kind of way, I could see why he thought that was funny.” But talking to a Black member of his staff helped him see it from another point of view. She said to him, “Stop and think about how a play on Black Lives Matter feels to an employee who has to have the talk with her twelve-year-old son about how to behave with the police, and the fact that she worries every day that he could end up getting hurt…and then decide whether you think that’s so funny and we ought to just ignore it.” The result of that conversation was that the complaint did get reported to the board. Katsoudas commented that Mark had shared this story at a company meeting to describe his own learning process. As she said, “People may not understand sometimes the impact that they’re having,” which is why it’s important to have an environment in which these things can be talked through honestly. And that’s what Conscious Culture makes possible. The learning goes beyond the outcome.26

         Katsoudas admitted to me that the number of cases reporting problematic behavior in the workplace has gone up. But she sees this as a positive because it says that people feel comfortable speaking up about their concerns.27

         Love and Loathe is another feedback tool that was created for employees. Instead of doing annual performance reviews, Cisco has a weekly electronic check-in (survey) that allows employees to provide their managers feedback on what they love and what they loathe about their work, their leaders, their teams, and the company. The hope is that by allowing employees to talk about what they loathe, problems can be resolved before they grow. Leaders may catch how an employee is suffering or languishing and be able to offer support or resources quickly. Or, they may pick up on a pattern (for a person, or within a team). Talking about what they love may help their managers to make sure they are using their staff in a way that best utilizes their strengths and their skills. If an employee loathes a task, then that might indicate to the manager that the employee is not in the right role. If an employee loves an aspect of work, what can the manager do to make that a more central part of the employee’s work? Because Love and Loathe allows leaders and their employees to get to know each other better, it builds an element of trust and fosters a sense of community. Research shows that small daily interactions matter, and the strongest predictor of retention is the relationship with one’s immediate superior. Katsoudas takes advantage of this herself in her weekly report to Chuck Robbins, who is her direct boss. She describes a report she wrote to him late one Friday in which she “loathed” the fact that she had had “a really heavy week.” In response, Robbins lined up an 8:00 a.m. Monday meeting in which she could air her concerns. “He was there for me immediately to do a check-in—and that responsive,” Fran said.

         Another aspect of Cisco’s Conscious Culture is its commitment to giving its employees a safe space in which they can talk about concerns that go beyond the workplace. One powerful example of this occurred in the aftermath of the Kate Spade and Anthony Bourdain suicides. Discussing these tragic events and the eye-opening statistics about how many people suffer from mental health issues, Fran and Chuck became concerned about their employees. She remembers Chuck saying, “Wow, I wonder how many people at Cisco at this moment are thinking about ending their lives.” The next morning, Robbins sent a heartfelt memo to all employees about the suicides, the gist of which was that no one needs to go it alone, we’re here, we’re a community, help is available. The response was overwhelming. More than one hundred replies poured in from employees expressing thanks and sharing intimate stories of themselves and their loved ones. It was so powerful that Cisco convened a large meeting at which several people took the stage to tell their stories. In a similar meeting the following year, an employee told how one of their children committed suicide; another employee spoke about the experience of childhood abuse. Fran told me that since then, storytelling has become a powerful part of their culture. Employees speak with remarkable honesty about their personal struggles in blog posts on the company website, and at the Cisco Beat, a monthly meeting where Cisco encourages people to share their thoughts, their questions, and their challenges.

         By breaking the silence on uncomfortable and stigmatized topics like mental illness, leadership wants everyone to know that Cisco is a safe place to be vulnerable. And it keeps offering more resources to its people, like the Safe to Talk community on Cisco’s intranet, which includes videos, links to internal and external resources, and employee stories. Cisco trained leaders on how to recognize signs of mental illness and support their teams. Cisco has also improved access to mental healthcare in their employee medical plans and increased the number of free, 24/7, confidential counselor visits per employee to ten a year in the United States, to align with what they were offering globally.

         With actions like his suicide memo and his support for programs that offer Cisco’s tens of thousands of employees the resources they need to deal with both psychological and professional challenges, Chuck Robbins sets the tone for his entire company.

         The result of all Cisco’s initiatives: a tighter-knit, healthier, happier community. And a more successful one. According to Katsoudas, Cisco has found that employees who are able to utilize their strengths on a daily basis are 20 percent more productive and creative and six times as engaged at work. Fran told me that the overall metric Cisco uses to gauge progress on culture is percentage of fully engaged employees. The proportion of people who are fully engaged has risen by 14 percent over the last four years. She shared, “The most powerful mechanism we have for creating full engagement is a weekly check-in conversation.” The company has seen nearly six million of them in the last four years. Katsoudas noted, “And we have learned the power of asking people about their work experience: employees who are never invited to share their voices are 8.7 times more likely to choose to leave Cisco.”

         Fear and Failure

         Eliminating or at least minimizing fear of failure is another key to creating the feeling of community that comes when people trust one another and have a sense of psychological safety. If they work in a company that tells them not to be afraid to fail, they will feel free to take chances and be honest about when those risks don’t work out. In the end, that willingness to fail is what makes employees, and the businesses for which they work, successful—as my colleague Amy Edmondson, the pioneer who has studied psychological safety for decades, has found. Sara Blakely would agree.

         Blakely, who in 2012 was named the youngest self-made female billionaire, is the founder of Spanx, an American company that makes shaping briefs and leggings. She attributes her amazing success to the fact that she has never been afraid of failure. This is a mindset that she learned from her father. When she was growing up, he would ask her and her brother what they had failed at that week. And if they couldn’t name a failure, he’d be disappointed because it meant they hadn’t had the courage to take on something they wanted to do that might have stretched them beyond their abilities, something that really pushed them to the max. So instead of viewing failure as not achieving the right outcome, she viewed it as not being willing to try. And until she found her focus, she had plenty of experience with failure, beginning with a disappointing score on her LSAT—twice—and spending seven years selling fax machines door-to-door, as she has recounted.28

         Because she believes in failure as the route to success, at Spanx she has instituted what she calls Oops meetings, in which she shares her own mistakes and encourages her employees to do the same. These meetings have become a safe, intimate forum, where people learn from each other and bond as a community over their blunders, which are often told as funny stories that everyone can laugh at. But they have a serious purpose. “If you can create a culture where [your employees] are not terrified to fail or make a mistake, then they’re going to be highly productive and more innovative,” she says.29

         In one Oops meeting, Sara described one of her own oops moments. She had been supportive of her active wear department’s intention to focus on designing swim garments made out of a waterproof material. Based on her enthusiasm, they started making products with a fabric they thought was right for the job. The problem was that Sara hadn’t paid much attention to the particular material they were working with and when they came to her with what they developed, she didn’t like it. It didn’t feel good on the skin. Unfortunately, based on her initial excitement, the department had raced ahead without checking in with her and had created lots of products using the fabric. By the time they brought what they had created to her attention, they had wasted months of work on something she ultimately rejected. Sara admitted that she made a mistake by not checking in with them more frequently and regularly. She should have asked to see progress, and to test the fabric, which would have allowed them to tweak things earlier. They in turn learned that they needed to be more proactive about giving Sara more information along the way. They had proceeded with such speed because they thought Sara wanted waterproof and chlorine-resistant products. Which she did—just not with the fabric they were using, as it turned out. But that was something she realized only after she felt the fabric. And that happened so far into the process that the department missed some important deadlines. In the Oops meeting, Sara wanted to make it clear to her employees that they should always feel free to check in with her in response to any suggestions they get from her, in order to make sure they understand her intentions. She hadn’t meant to drive an inferior product just because she liked the general concept. There should have been more information sharing, more back-and-forth conversation during the development phase. Her willingness to be candid and own responsibility for the failed product line is how she builds a sense of psychological safety in her team, creates the kind of mutual trust and respect that is crucial to thriving and performance.30

         Another proponent of failure as a necessary step on the way to success is Astro Teller of X (formerly Google X). Teller calls himself the culture engineer of X because what interests him most isn’t so much the products that may emerge from their work, he says, but designing a culture that systematizes innovation. He believes that true innovation will be possible only if an acceptance of failure has become so much of a social norm that it becomes embedded in everyone’s psyche. The result of creating this as a social norm will be a sense of profound psychological safety around the acknowledgment of mistakes.

         At Google’s re:Work meeting, which convened a group of top business, HR, academic, and thought leaders to inspire people practices and research collaborations to make work better, Teller told us why accepting failure is critical to advancing the kind of audacious projects he oversees as the head of X, which was set up to be Google’s moonshot factory. As the company’s website expresses it, moonshot thinking is about pursuing things that sound undoable, but if done, could redefine humanity. X’s goals are (1) to identify problems that affect millions or even billions of people in the world; (2) to propose radical, sci-fi-sounding solutions to the problems; and (3) to design the breakthrough technology needed for these solutions. The resulting moonshots include the self-driving car, which seems as though it may be well on the way to becoming a hugely profitable business, and Loon, the balloon-powered internet, which has the potential to connect billions of people to high-speed internet.

         Among the moonshots that they’ve abandoned are Google Glass, the head-mounted wearable computer that looked like a pair of glasses and was ridiculed when it came out; clean fuel created from seawater, which, while viable, couldn’t quite compete with the cost of gasoline; and airborne wind turbines. This was an attempt to create an entirely new kind of wind energy technology, which X and its parent company Alphabet have now deemed too long-range a project for them to continue to support.

         That’s the cost of moonshots—some of them don’t work out. But encouraging teams to take on only the most ambitious projects while allowing them to fail at them is what leads to profoundly amazing things, which is why “embrace failure as learning” is one of Teller’s ten key tips for unleashing radical creativity.31

         Team members at X are the Navy SEALs of innovation. And since X’s projects are so high risk, it’s a given that some teams will hit walls, will see from their pilot test results that their idea is not working, and will have to conclude that their precious prototype just might not be worth it. That’s inevitable, and at X it may also be very expensive, as some of these projects require tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars of investment. Failure can seem particularly daunting when the stakes are so high. That’s where their “kill metrics”—data points or other milestones that a team agrees on when the project starts—are crucial. If the project team isn’t hitting the milestones within the time frame, it’s a sign that they should walk away from the project. Teller insists that his teams admit failure openly and honestly. This can be a hard lesson to learn, since most of us have been conditioned from childhood not to fail. But not failing means not taking risks, and risk-taking is what Teller requires; it’s part of his company’s DNA. As he says, “At X, our breakthrough idea isn’t a technology. It’s our people. It’s about engineering a culture and designing an organization that can overcome the powerful forces that cause humans to retreat to the comfortable and conventional.”32

         To illustrate how he has designed this culture, Teller describes how he’ll celebrate teams that have thrown in the towel on their projects once they realized the projects were good but not great. This often happens at X’s all-company meeting every two weeks in Moonshot Factory’s auditorium—the transformative central atrium, a large open industrial space with high ceilings and exposed concrete and steel—in Mountain View, California, situated about a half mile away from Google’s main campus. If a team has decided to wind down their project, they’ll share their reasons and what they’ve learned with the whole company. When teams do this, Teller stands them up onstage and tells Moonshot Factory employees that by admitting failure, they did more to move innovation forward at X than anything that any of the people in the audience did. Then he gives a bonus to those who just punted their projects. Teller even tells the folding teams to take a vacation—to relax a little bit. He wants to give them time to think about what to do next. Maybe they want to jump onto a team to elevate an existing project, or maybe they want to start a new project. He leaves it up to them.

         Teller knows that for people who are just getting used to X’s ways, this celebration of failure can seem really messed up. And they’re likely to be resentful: “I’m working my ass off, and these people are calling it a day, but they’re getting a bonus and I’m not. How’s that fair?” Teller also knows that the first few times people watch these ceremonies they’ll probably think he’s crazy. Yet Teller is confident in his approach—he knows it works. By the fifth time employees see one of these celebrations, the lesson gets through: Admitting failure is okay. It’s more than just okay—teams get standing ovations at X for having killed their projects! They get high-fived. They get promoted.

         Another X ritual that promotes the social norms Teller wants to embed in the culture is the Audacious Goals Award. An audacious goal, he explains, is something that has only a 10 percent chance of happening. Competition for these awards is extremely stiff, and getting one is so highly valued that at one of the presentation ceremonies, the team that won the award—a team of patent lawyers—had tears streaming down their faces when they went onstage to collect it. The Audacious Goals Award is given quarterly, but one year they postponed giving it. The next quarter X had three possible winners and couldn’t decide which team was the most audacious.33 When X finally made their decision and it was time to celebrate the winner, Teller welcomed the team onstage to claim the trophy. Their team representative, Grant, sauntered up onstage and said, “Thank you very much but we don’t think we’ve been audacious enough.” They really appreciated it, he said, but they wanted to win it for the right reason. And then Grant handed the trophy back to Teller and left the stage.

         Teller was stunned, and at first he felt terrible—like he’d whiffed! Then he realized, “No, no, they’re one-upping me on the things I’m trying to get Google to be like.” Instead of feeling he’d blown it, he felt a huge sense of pride at the realization that he’d truly engineered a culture in which people felt so safe that they could admit to falling short of their own goals, could say before an audience of hundreds of their colleagues that they hadn’t been quite audacious enough. Teller has worked very hard to create that space of psychological safety, and he was thrilled to see he’d succeeded.

         Whether you’re leading a community or a small team, consider what you might do to surface failures and make them acceptable, to help people see them as just part of the process of getting things done. Kim Scott, author of Radical Candor, created a weekly “whoops-a-daisy” exercise for her team when she worked at Google. To create a safe place for admitting mistakes, she’d bring a plush daisy into a meeting with her team where they would have a conversation about who had screwed up that week. To set the tone, and model vulnerability, Kim, as the leader, would start. Then the team members jumped in, taking turns, revealing their biggest mistake of the week, and Kim would award the daisy to whoever had screwed up worst. Moments like these create a sense of intimacy among the group, plant seeds for trust to take root, and establish a foundation for relationships to grow stronger.

         Solidarity Forged in Crisis

         Times of great adversity can also be community builders, uniting even previously divided teams and communities. Rebecca Solnit’s book A Paradise Built in Hell recounts the stories of communities in crisis, people who survived earthquakes, volcanoes, hurricanes, and other catastrophes. She found that they often looked back at those events as being the most meaningful of their lives (and remarkably joyful) because of having gone through them with others. The shared experience of danger, loss, or deprivation had provided the opportunity for intimate connection with others, explains sociologist Charles Fritz in Solnit’s book. Their time of trial gave them “a feeling of belonging and a sense of unity rarely achieved under normal circumstances.”

         At times of crisis, leaders can use the challenges facing their communities to tether a team more tightly together and to help them develop newfound resolve and strengths. This was what Ralph Boyd was able to do during the yearlong acute crisis his organization endured.

         Boyd has a remarkable résumé, having worked—among other jobs—as an assistant US attorney in the Major Crimes Unit of the Boston US Attorney’s Office; a partner at a major Boston law firm; assistant attorney general of the United States heading the Department of Justice’s Civil Rights Division under President George W. Bush; EVP and general counsel of Freddie Mac, and chairman, president, and CEO of the Freddie Mac Foundation; and most recently as president and CEO of SOME, Inc. (So Others Might Eat), a major affordable housing and human services provider in Washington, DC.

         It was during his stint at Freddie Mac, one of the two huge home-mortgage government-sponsored entities (GSEs), that he faced one of the biggest challenges of his career. Ralph had the first inkling of trouble when he walked into his office on a Monday morning in early September 2008. He had spent the prior week traveling for business. It was during the height of the crisis in the global capital markets resulting from the imploding housing bubble. Arriving at work early, he found a woman he didn’t know making herself at home in his office. Startled, he asked, “Can I help you?” Without missing a beat, the woman responded, “Aren’t you expecting me?” Puzzled, Ralph inquired, “And who might you be?” Looking somewhat surprised herself, the woman disclosed that she was an official from the Federal Housing Finance Agency (FHFA), Freddie Mac’s principal regulator. Two days earlier, the Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae (the other home mortgage GSE) boards of directors had voted to accede to the Treasury Department’s plan to stabilize the two GSEs by placing them into federal conservatorship, but somehow there had been a communications lapse and Ralph hadn’t been told. The FHFA official had been sent to oversee Ralph’s activities as a Freddie Mac senior executive, acting effectively as his “chaperone” during the initial stages of conservatorship.

         This was the beginning of an incredibly stressful time for Freddie Mac and its employees. And Ralph Boyd now had a watchdog who’d been sent to shadow him full-time. He quickly learned she wasn’t kidding. She hovered around him during every phone call and attended every meeting, positioning herself within arm’s length of him, reminding him constantly of her presence. She even went so far as to monitor his casual hallway conversations and interactions. Ralph joked, “The only place I could shake her was when I went to the men’s room, and even then I wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t follow me inside!”

         Ralph Boyd is the kind of person who radiates unbelievable positivity, even under pressure—actually, especially under pressure. He’d had plenty of experience with it during his time in the Major Crimes Unit, investigating and prosecuting drug dealing, firearms trafficking, homicides, gang violence, and bombings, and receiving death threats that were serious enough at one point that US Marshals monitored his home and his children’s school bus routes. He also had to go into crisis mode after 9/11, when he was serving as assistant US attorney general and had to help manage several aspects of America’s response to the terrorist attacks.

         So dealing with crises was not new to Ralph, and his “shadow” did not rattle him. But he sensed that the constant surveillance was having a negative effect on some of his community and that he needed to help them deal with this new challenge. Observing that the FHFA official adhered to a strict nine-to-five schedule, he called a town hall meeting for his employees after hours, in the early evening. When he addressed them, Boyd framed their current situation as a gut check—a test of their resolve and self-belief. He acknowledged how anxious they were about all the media noise, scrutiny, and accusations that were directed at the GSEs. But he reminded them of their excellence, and specifically of all the efforts they had made in the preceding months to optimize how they conducted business. With their regulator as their witness, they now had not just a challenge but a great opportunity to demonstrate all the improvements they had put into practice in key aspects of their operations.

         As he explained to me, “We had already analyzed our investment portfolio to assure ourselves of the accuracy of our calculations; and during the years immediately preceding conservatorship, we had also enhanced the rigor of our grant-making processes so that the process as a whole was more transparent and analytically grounded, both quantitatively and qualitatively.” These advances in their practices touched on key elements of the criticism of the foundation and of Freddie Mac more broadly. “We just haven’t had an opportunity to rebut this criticism, but our regulator can,” Ralph said to his employees. “We can tell people they’re wrong and that we’re doing things the right way, but it’s way better if our overseers actually see us do it and then they tell the world.”

         This really was an opportunity, and he wanted to make sure his employees saw it that way. The FHFA official sent to scrutinize them shouldn’t be feared but rather embraced, he told them. In fact, she was their best chance at being appreciated for their true worth. Once she saw how good their work was, she could be their best advocate to the FHFA—and the world. So Ralph urged his team to make the most of the challenge. As the father of a soccer-playing daughter and as someone who had been a soccer referee himself, Ralph knew that too often even the most elite player would tighten up when she saw the ball headed her way. So just as Pia Sundhage, the former US women’s Olympic soccer team coach, used to scream “Enjoy!” when she saw one of her players panicking as she was about to receive a line drive or a tough pass—the message being that she was lucky to get the ball and the chance to act on it—Ralph had a similar message for his team.

         Once his shadow, the FHFA official, got outside the sensationalist media bubble with its relentless “Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae suck” narrative, and saw, firsthand, how the foundation actually operated, Ralph’s team won her over. “She was more of a fair and objective advocate for us than she ever was our jailor,” Boyd said. “And I believe that she materially influenced how the FHFA portrayed us…in their interactions with both Congress and the media.…It was decisive with respect to the FHFA’s abandonment of its reported plan to shut down the foundation immediately.” Instead of redirecting $220 million in assets to Treasury, “the foundation continued to operate unabated into the next decade, providing financial support and technical assistance to nonprofits providing housing, supportive human services, and academic enrichment, education, and job training for vulnerable adults and children in its chosen investment areas.” As Freddie Mac’s regulator, she and the FHFA were more likely to be persuasive than Ralph Boyd or Freddie Mac’s corporate CEO ever could have been. “So we made a little bit of lemonade out of a truckload of lemons,” Boyd joked.

         Boyd knew how to use an incredibly stressful time to make his community stronger and more effective. As he said to me by way of summing up his experience at Freddie Mac, “Never waste a good crisis”—one of the many excellent lessons that the people in this chapter offer us.

         If you want to unlock your community’s potential, create a safe space for everyone where they all feel connected to each other and supportive of one another, as Phil Jackson did. People desperately want to feel a sense of belonging, membership in a united team that goes through challenges and hardships together. If you create a sense of community among your employees or members, you increase your chances of having a thriving team—and a very successful business—as Chuck Robbins at Cisco recognized. By consciously crafting a culture marked by transparency and trust, caring, and sharing, which he and Fran Katsoudas and many others at Cisco did, they ensured that their employees felt invested in the success of the company and were proud to work there. Embrace failure as Sara Blakely, Kim Scott, and Astro Teller did. Let your team know that you—and other members—will pick them up, if needed. Surface fears as Ralph Boyd did, and address them directly. Encourage your community to make the most of their opportunities—and to enjoy them!
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