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Introduction: Management Needs New Management


In 1898 the Bethlehem Iron Company was in trouble. The company was facing increased competition and losing ground quickly. Besides its misnomer company name (they actually produced steel), its share of the market as a supplier to the railroad industry was rapidly being grabbed by a growing number of Pittsburgh-based firms, including the Carnegie Steel Company.


To try to turn their fortunes around, Bethlehem Iron’s leaders hired a middle-aged intellectual with an interesting past. He had studied at the renowned preparatory school Phillips Exeter Academy, with the intention of continuing his education at Harvard. But after passing the Harvard entrance exam with honors, he decided against attending. Instead, in a somewhat stunning move, he became a machinist and worked his way up the factory floor to become foreman. He studied mechanical engineering by night while he continued to work as both a laborer and a foreman by day. By 1898, having begun to merge his intellectual knowledge with his laborer’s experience, he decided to become a consultant.


His name was Frederick Winslow Taylor.


Taylor brought to Bethlehem Iron a new set of tools for maximizing the efficiency of the steelworks. His method was to systematically study every task in the system of production, then eliminate unnecessary tasks and train laborers in the detailed and specific way to execute each task. After perfecting the system and the tasks, Taylor sought to perfect the laborers themselves by removing hourly wages and assigning a specific pay rate to the segment of work for which they were personally responsible.


This “piece-rate” system was seen as a way to increase the speed of production and decrease loafing among workers. Taylor himself would repeat that there was not a single manual laborer “who does not devote a considerable part of his time to studying just how slowly he can work and still convince his employer that he is going at a good pace.”1 It was Taylor’s role as a consultant to study what that good pace actually was.


Taylor would also study the tools of production. In one instance, he famously asserted that the most effective load a worker should carry in a shovel was ten kilograms, but that workers often used the same shovel regardless of the material being loaded (and hence the weight often varied in the load they were actually carrying). Taylor found or designed new shovels for each material that would scoop exactly 21.5 pounds. Taylor viewed the discovery of such specific levels of efficiency as out of the intellectual reach of the common laborer; the ideal worker, in his mind, was simply an unskilled cog in the larger machine, trained to do just one task and rewarded when he performed that task optimally. Taylor asserted that “it is only through enforced standardization of methods, enforced adoption of the best implements and working conditions, and enforced cooperation that this faster work can be assured. And the duty of enforcing the adoption of standards and enforcing this cooperation rests with the management alone.”2 In short, Taylor didn’t need the minds of laborers; he only needed their bodies.


Not surprisingly, his ideas weren’t easily accepted by the laborers themselves. Taylor’s rigid methods had indeed increased production, but those changes also caused strife among laborers and managers who were used to the way they had been working. By 1901 Taylor was forced to leave Bethlehem Iron after disputes with other managers. But he didn’t walk away from his principles of “scientific management.” Instead, he began spreading his ideas as far as he could, and he would eventually see them readily adopted.


Taylor’s concept of scientific management came at exactly the right time. Just before the turn of the nineteenth century, there had rarely been a need for smart managers to supervise large groups of unskilled laborers. In 1790, 90 percent of the working population in the United States lived on farms, producing food for themselves but also items like clothing, furniture, soap, and candles.3 What little commercial manufacturing existed was done by skilled artisans who worked in small shops that often doubled as their homes.


The industrial revolution changed all of that. As new machines were invented and ways to power those machines were discovered, the speed of production for various tasks quickened. Between 1890, just before Taylor began working with Bethlehem Iron, and 1958, manufacturing output per labor-hour in the United States grew almost fivefold (and it has kept growing rapidly ever since).4 Products that used to be created by lone artisans were now mass-produced in large factories. Those factories needed employees. Those employees needed managers. Those managers needed tools.


Frederick Winslow Taylor provided the tools to manage the people in those factories. His ideas dramatically increased the speed and efficiency of production and helped companies grow. There are even those who say that the amazing economic growth of the twentieth century stems largely from Taylor’s management ideas and the ideas they inspired. As the majority of the population moved from farm work to factory work, the style of management that fueled that growth became the unquestioned standard — the universal toolbox. Over time, others would build on Taylor’s work and add more tools that built off his ideas (or sometimes were positioned as replacements for Taylor’s ideas), thus becoming part of the toolbox used to manage large-scale industrial firms. Even the most drastic departures from Taylor’s ideas were still tools to be used by the managers and leaders of large-scale, largely industrial firms.


Taylor’s public lectures were eventually published as books. The most popular, Principles of Scientific Management, was published in 1911, and sales quickly took off around the country and the world, even as far as Japan.5 (When Taylor’s grandson visited Japan, he reported that managers of many companies insisted on taking their picture with him.) Taylor inspired a group of efficiency-minded managers who started a monthly magazine called System, which featured articles on maximizing the efficiency of all aspects of work.6 System would grow in popularity and eventually take the new title of Businessweek.


Universities started business schools to train managers and future managers on how to use the tools of scientific management to maximize production and minimize costs. Taylor even joined one, becoming a professor at the Tuck School of Business at prestigious Dartmouth College.7 Companies began to “benchmark” their practices by comparing their use of these tools to how the industry leaders were using them. Amazingly, many of these basic management tools are still taught at business schools and benchmarked by managers. After all, these tools got us to where we are today.


But the truth is, where we are today looks a whole lot different than where we were when Frederick Winslow Taylor first stepped onto the factory floor at Bethlehem Iron in the 1800s.


Throughout the latter part of the twentieth century, the nature of work changed dramatically for a lot of people. Instead of manual labor (performing routine tasks in the service of mass-producing a product), organizations increasingly needed their workforce to engage in mental labor — making decisions about redesigning products or about marketing them, or designing information technology systems, or finding new sources of capital. The volume of mental labor — or “knowledge work,” as it would become known — has continued to grow. But for a very long time now, management has held on to the tools of the past — like a factory worker using the same shovel regardless of the material being shoveled.


It became obvious as early as the 1950s that the tools of “Taylorism” weren’t going to work in the new world of work. William Whyte, a reporter for Fortune magazine, published a scathing critique in 1956 under the title The Organization Man.8 In Whyte’s view, the corporate structure and management tools developed under Taylor for application to factory workers was totally smothering the individual initiative and creativity of knowledge workers. Just as Taylor had done on the assembly line, management still demanded uniformity and conformity. As a result, both companies and society generally were suffering from “groupthink”— a term that Whyte coined but that Irving Janus would popularize as the tragedy of conformity destroying creativity and hindering decision-making.9 Although readers found Whyte’s observations compelling and managers sympathized with the poor souls depicted in his book, not much changed. After all, they didn’t have the tools for making changes.


“As a society, we’ve had hundreds of years to work on managing industrial firms,” says Reed Hastings, the serially disruptive founder of Netflix. “We’re just beginning to learn how to run creative firms, which is quite different.”10 Hastings isn’t the only leader to recognize that traditional management tools were designed for systems that rarely exist in the contemporary economy. Researchers in human behavior and organizations have long known about the gap between what science tells us about the optimal ways to lead and manage people and what best practices dictate. “We are prisoners of a traditional way of working that we inherited from the industrial era,” says Julian Birkinshaw, a professor of strategy and entrepreneurship at London Business School. “We need to ask ourselves whether we can find better ways of working for the future.”11


Fortunately, we can.


Finding a Better Way to Manage


There’s no question that the ideas presented in this book will raise eyebrows. Most of them are new, radical, and even revolutionary. And you are certainly welcome to dismiss them as too outrageous to ever work.


But here’s the catch. As you’ll see in each chapter, these “radical” concepts are already in place in a number of well-established and forward-thinking corporations, and the truth is that not only are they working, but the organizations using them are thriving.


The purpose of this book is to challenge you and your company to ask whether the time has come for you to reexamine some of the most fundamental concepts in management today. Remember, the business of business is all about change and keeping up with the latest trends. Here’s your chance to see for yourself what kinds of management changes you should be considering.


Corporate leaders, entrepreneurs, and organizational psychologists have been working to build a new set of tools — the new kind of management that managers need. They are challenging assumptions, questioning traditions, and abandoning so-called best practices. Although not every attempt at something new has worked, many new ideas are starting to show promise, and the redesigned management tools presented in this book may be among the most promising. They may seem odd, but they are effective. And decades of research in human psychology reveal why: they work because they are different and better. Indeed, their differentness strengthens the case that we need reinvention.


For starters, chapter 1 takes aim at one of the biggest barriers to productivity: email. Although email can make people feel more productive, corporate leaders across the globe are discovering that banning or limiting access to email makes their staffs more, not less, productive. Their experiences are matched by recent research findings that, contrary to popular belief, email actually hurts more than it helps.


Chapter 2 examines an equally radical move instigated by a global group of leaders: to best service their customers, some leaders now put their customers’ needs second and their employees’ needs first. They have inverted the traditional rule that the customer always comes first and aligned their practice instead with a well-researched model of achieving customer satisfaction through employee happiness.


Chapter 3 investigates the traditional vacation policy. In the industrial era, managers needed to limit employee vacations so that they would always have enough people around to run the factory. But as industrial work gave way to knowledge work, many leaders questioned whether such limits on vacation were necessary. Sounds revolutionary, to be sure, but wait and see how some new vacation policies are working out.


Chapter 4 reveals how the practice of helping employees quit (literally paying them a quitting bonus), though counterintuitive, is actually worthwhile. Companies such as Zappos and Amazon have made this practice popular. But even before Zappos and Amazon, researchers were examining phenomena like sunk costs and confirmation bias to show why quitting bonuses work, regardless of whether or not employees take the money.


Chapter 5 asks whether how much employees are paid should be public knowledge. While sharing salaries might raise privacy concerns, keeping them secret might be hurting employees even more. Research suggests that payroll secrecy lowers overall employee salaries and generates more strife and distress in the workplace than payroll transparency. After learning this lesson the hard way, leaders at companies like Whole Foods Market and SumAll opened up their payrolls for all company employees to examine.


Chapter 6 examines another area where traditional corporate secrecy often seems valuable but may actually be costly to the firm: forcing employees to sign a noncompete clause in the employment contract. New evidence from a variety of fields suggests that this long-held practice hurts not only departing employees but also those who stay with the company, and even the company itself. Read the chapter and then make up your own mind regarding the usefulness of noncompetes.


Chapter 7 argues for striking down another traditional practice that might actually be doing more harm than good. Performance appraisals have long been assumed to be of vital importance to a manager’s job. But more and more companies have found that rigid performance management structures actually prevent employees from improving their performance. For example, well-known companies like Microsoft, Adobe Systems, and Motorola have all abandoned the traditional annual performance review and built more evidence-based systems that improve both employee and company performance.


Chapter 8 describes how companies are reorganizing and revolutionizing the hiring process. In most firms, managers hire by screening résumés and conducting a few interviews with individual candidates. But in practice, most managers find that a significant percentage of new employees don’t perform as well as they interview. In response, many leaders have found that the best practice is to turn the hiring decision over to the entire team with whom the candidate would be working. Using the wisdom of the collective, the team members can better figure out whether the new hire will fit in with them.


Chapter 9 rethinks another widely held “best” practice — the so-called organizational chart. While constructing rigid hierarchies of employees and outlining them in a fixed structure may have worked in older industries like railroads, the ever-changing nature of work today demands an org chart that can handle those changes quickly. These days the best leaders write their organizational chart in pencil, allowing the best teams to be fluid — no matter what “divisions” they would traditionally be assigned to — and to form around problems and products. Moreover, new evidence suggests that we work best in teams that change often.


Chapter 10 reconsiders the environment in which teams work. Managers often explain the recent trend toward open offices as necessary to inspire collaboration, but the latest research and experience have shown that any benefits of open office design for collaboration are typically offset by myriad distractions. Your workplace does affect how you work, and the best leaders are bringing a different answer to the open versus closed office debate.


Chapter 11 investigates another different answer, this time to the question of burnout. It turns out that the best leaders find ways to give themselves and their employees long-term breaks, or sabbaticals. They have found that the best way to stay productive all of the time is to spend a good portion of time being deliberately unproductive. The findings of researchers (many of whom have themselves taken sabbaticals through their universities) back up the experience of these leaders.


Chapter 12 ponders the most intriguing modern-day management question of all: are managers even necessary? Some leaders have opted to eliminate managers altogether, while others have found ways to push some of the management function down to those who are being managed. Decades of research suggest that employees are most productive and engaged when they control their own destiny, regardless of how many managers their company has.


Chapter 13 examines a rarely considered element of managing individuals — saying good-bye. As the length of individual tenure in companies (or even industries) grows shorter all the time, leaders are saying good-bye to even their best people more frequently. How they do it, whether they celebrate or shun the departed, affects not just those leaving but those who remain.


At first blush, all of the ideas in this book will seem odd compared to business as usual, but the truth is that business isn’t usual anymore.


Our tools may be outdated, but there is hope. Gary Hamel, one of the leading management thinkers of the past few decades, puts it this way: “If human beings could invent the modern industrial organization, then they can reinvent it.”12 The ideas being tested by both psychologists studying organizations and organizational leaders themselves might represent the reinvention that management truly needs.


These tools may look counterintuitive or strange, but then again, consider how strange Frederick Winslow Taylor’s ideas must have seemed to the people inside Bethlehem Iron. Or consider how strange a large-scale factory would have looked to the craftsmen and farmers of the 1800s. The old ways of management have taken business far, but under new management, we can go even further in our changing world.
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OUTLAW EMAIL




Corporate leaders across the globe are discovering that banning or limiting their employees’ access to email is making them more, not less, productive. Their experiences are matched by recent research findings that email hurts more than it helps.





WE SEND OVER 100 billion emails every day.1 And most of them are for business purposes.


You might call that daily deluge of electronic information a symbol of technological progress, but Thierry Breton, the CEO of the France-based technology company Atos SE, sees it differently. He likens that volume of emails to pollution — email pollution. When Breton realized that the constant stream of emails was distracting to both him and the people in his company, he took steps to eliminate what he believed were negative effects on company productivity.


In February 2011, Breton announced that he was banning email. In three years’ time, he wanted Atos to be an “email-zero” company. “We are producing data on a massive scale that is fast polluting our working environments and also encroaching into our personal lives,” Breton said in a public statement released through Atos’s website. “We are taking action now to reverse this trend, just as organizations took measures to reduce environmental pollution after the industrial revolution.”2


That statement is surprising for a variety of reasons. For one, Atos isn’t exactly anti-technology: the company is a leading information technology services firm. Atos isn’t a small start-up either: at the time of the announcement, the company employed over 70,000 people in more than forty offices around the world. But Atos’s massive size was actually what Breton saw as the reason for the communication clog. “The volume of emails we send and receive is unsustainable for business,” he said. “Managers spend between 5 and 20 hours a week reading and writing emails.” Breton, likewise, isn’t exactly the model of a rogue start-up founder testing out wild new ways to work. Instead, he’s a middle-aged former minister of finance for France and a former professor at Harvard Business School. Needless to say, he’d put a lot of thought behind his assertion that “email is on the way out as the best way to run a company and do business.”


Breton actually adopted the zero-email philosophy for himself long before he announced it to the company. He’d stopped using internal email nearly five years earlier, when he was working for the French government, because he found it wasn’t helping him get his work done well.3 Breton found something similar with the staff of Atos, even if they couldn’t see the solution right away. Atos polled a sample of 300 employees and monitored the volume of their email. In just one week, the 300 employees sent or received over 85,000 messages.4 When the company surveyed employees, it found that the majority of them felt that they couldn’t keep up with their emails, that the time spent trying was time wasted, and that the effort to stay current with email kept them from dealing with more important tasks. Breton found that his employees were realizing the same thing he’d discovered years before. So he simply banned email.


Of course, Atos didn’t ban communication, and it didn’t even ban electronic communication. Instead, Atos tried to find a better tool for managing internal communication. The company bought another software firm called BlueKiwi and used its technology to build its own social network for the entire enterprise. The network was organized around 7,500 open communities that employees can join. These communities represent products, internal programs, and myriad other projects needing collaboration. Unlike email, these communities are totally transparent, so newcomers can see all of the communication about particular issues. Like email, conversations are threaded so that newcomers to the community can see the past history of the discussion. Unlike email, however, conversations are not digitally pushed to employees’ inboxes, interrupting their focused work time. Instead, employees can choose to enter the discussion on their terms.


The social network also makes it easier for employees to find needed experts, share knowledge companywide, and, most importantly, collaborate better. And the new system has dramatically cut down on internal email. To help its managers adjust, Atos even created training programs for more than 5,000 managers to teach them how to lead their departments and projects in a zero-email environment. The company also trained 3,500 “ambassadors” to provide training and support among their peers as they adjusted to the new system. Now fully converted to the new system, the company certifies projects and communication processes as “zero-email.”


The initiative appears to be working. Although Atos didn’t hit its target, a study conducted in 2014 by an independent firm showed that Atos’s email reduction efforts were progressing very nicely. By the end of 2013, Atos had certified 220 programs as “zero-email” and reduced overall email 60 percent, going from an average of 100 email messages per week per employee to less than 40.


More importantly, employees now report feeling far more productive and collaborative. Collaboration has been enhanced by the internal social network, which doesn’t distract employees by pinging messages to their inbox and actually provides a better-designed platform for group communication. Atos employees post in the company’s internal communities almost 300,000 times a month, and those messages are viewed nearly 2 million times per month. Most importantly, all of those views are by choice.


These email reduction efforts have been good for the company as well: Atos’s operating margin increased from 6.5 percent to 7.5 percent in 2013, earnings per share rose by more than 50 percent, and administrative costs declined from 13 percent to 10 percent. Obviously, not all of these improvements were the result of banning email, but the correlation is certainly strong. So is the empirical evidence.


The Revolution Against Email


Thierry Breton isn’t the only technology leader openly criticizing email. Phil Libin, the CEO and founder of Evernote, feels that the problem with email is not just volume but also how that volume is dealt with. “A concept like an email inbox is harmful. It’s bad for you. It’s bad for productivity. Think about what your inbox is. Your email inbox is a list of things that you’re behind on, sorted in the wrong order. It’s not how you want to work,” Libin said.5 “Email is fine if you’re maybe getting two or three a day. It was never meant for anything like the volume we currently see.”


Jay Simons, the president of Australia-based software firm Atlassian, also thinks that the reason email is so damaging is that it’s used wrongly and too often.6 “We use it for so many things that it’s not really appropriate for. Email is really good at being a directive communications notifier,” he said. “If you’re expecting any meaningful discussion, email is probably not a great forum.”


Thierry Breton and Atos aren’t even the only ones to ban email. Cristian Rennella, cofounder of the South American travel comparison website el Mejor Trato (eMT), found that his team was really good at responding to email, but that email was also really good at distracting his team. So he banned it, or at least banned all internal emails. Employees resisted at first, but after a three-month trial period everyone was on board. “There’s no way we are going back to email,” Rennella said.7 “We have efficiency.” Rennella’s firm is a much smaller company than Atos, but the logistics of banning email may have been even harder to implement, since the company has no office and all employees work virtually. Like Atos, eMT built an internal communication network that it uses to manage projects and communication. Also like the Atos system, eMT’s system features no notifications or alerts that interrupt a focused employee.


A number of different studies conducted recently support these leaders’ assertions that email isn’t the best tool for staying productive and stress-free. Many surveys show that the experience of Atos employees mirrors the average employee’s. In 2014 over 108 billion email messages were sent and received every day.8 Email occupies 23 percent of the average employee’s workday, and that average employee checks his or her email 36 times an hour.9


One research study even supports Breton’s moratorium on internal email. Researchers Gloria Mark and Stephen Voida from the University of California at Irvine and Armand Cardello from the US Army cut off email usage for thirteen civilian information workers and measured the effects of the cutoff in a variety of ways.10 The researchers first took participants through a three-day baseline period in which they were interviewed and observed visually and using computer monitoring software. Mark and her colleagues even measured the participants’ heart rates (as a proxy for stress levels). Then they pulled the plug on email. Specifically, they installed a filter on participants’ email program that would file away all incoming messages for later reading and remove all notifications of the incoming messages. (Participants were allowed to access the emails they received prior to the cutoff day.)


This “no-email” condition continued for five days, during which time the researchers continued to observe the participants, track their computer usage, and measure their heart rates. With no access to email, participants changed their habits: they began to communicate face-to-face and over the telephone more frequently. The researchers also noticed that all except one participant spent significantly more time in each computer program; this observation suggests that participants were more focused on the tasks in front of them and less distracted by attempts to multitask email communication alongside their intended work project. They also experienced significantly less stress during the no-email period than measured during the baseline. In short, participants were more focused and less stressed when they couldn’t use email. Participants noticed this effect as well. They consistently reported feeling more relaxed and focused, as well as more productive, with their email shut off than under normal working conditions.


The productivity finding is particularly interesting: we often feel more productive once we’ve cleaned out our email inbox, despite perhaps not accomplishing anything value-creating for our organization. These researchers’ findings certainly suggest that Breton’s zero-email policy had a positive effect on his company’s productivity and profitability.


Gloria Mark believes that making no-email a company policy may have been what made it so effective. “It’s really an organizational mandate, because if any single individual tries to pull out of this email web, they’re going to be penalized and out of the loop,” she said.11


Without knowing about Mark’s research, Shayne Hughes recreated the experiment on his own employees. Hughes serves as the president of Learning as Leadership, a California-based organizational development consulting firm, and in 2012 he issued an executive order forbidding internal email communication for one week. 12


Hughes’s employees were skeptical at first, wondering how they would accomplish anything without email as a collaboration tool. Some employees thought the company would be in chaos or grind to a halt. But as the week progressed the team found that email had actually been a pretty blunt tool. Old-school methods like face-to-face conversations and the telephone were much more useful. “Outlawing internal email for a week challenged us not only to be more thoughtful about what we worked on but also to be more deliberate about what we address and with whom,” Hughes recalled.13


Hughes also found that during the week he outlawed email the whole company’s stress level decreased and their productivity level increased. “When we stopped sending one another e-mail, we stopped winding one another up,” Hughes recalled. “The decrease in stress from one day to the next was palpable. So was our increase in productivity”— just as Mark’s research would have predicted. “Whether it was the trust built when two team members worked through a conflict or the unexpected creativity we accessed when we tackled a problem together, communicating reconnected us with the neglected power of human interaction.”


Putting Limits on Email


While Gloria Mark’s research certainly lends support to Atos’s zero-email policy and Shayne Hughes’s week off from email, Mark herself prefers less drastic measures. “I think that people should restrict reading emails to limited times during the day instead of continually checking it,” she said.14 Rather than going without email entirely, using it in moderation seems more reasonable to her. Interestingly, other research suggests that limiting email checks to certain times is just as effective as banning it completely. A policy of moderation in email use might be enough to bring about the same decreases in stress and increases in productivity.


Researchers from the University of British Columbia designed a two-week-long experiment in which individuals toggled between checking email at will and restricting the number of times they checked it.15 The researchers randomly assigned volunteers to one of two groups. The first group was instructed to check their email as often as they could (the aptly named “unlimited-email” condition); the second group was instructed to limit their email checking to only three times per day and to keep their email program closed the rest of the day (the equally aptly named “limited-email” condition).


One week into the experiment, the groups’ instructions were switched so that the first group took on the limited-email condition and the second group the unlimited-email condition. At 5:00 p.m. every weekday of the study (presumably the end of the workday), all participants were sent a link to complete a survey with a variety of measurements that were designed to evaluate their level of distraction, stress, positive or negative emotions, well-being, feelings of connectedness, quality of sleep, and even feelings of meaningfulness in life. Similar to the no-email study, these researchers’ findings showed that participants reported significantly less stress when they were working under the limited-email condition than under the unlimited-email condition.


When in the limited-email condition, participants also felt much less distracted and better able to focus. Although stress itself was the only direct effect linked to the reduction in email, the reports of lowered stress were also associated with other positive results, such as social connection, sleep quality, and even finding meaning in life. Interestingly, the effect of limiting email on lowering stress was found to be about as strong as the effects of many common relaxation techniques, such as slow breathing and peaceful imagination. In other words, limiting email may not bring people to their happy place, but it will lower stress just as much as being there.


Researchers believe that limiting email decreases stress and increases productivity because it cuts back on multitasking and distraction. “Email increases multitasking,” said Kostadin Kushlev, the lead author on the limited-email study. “It fragments our attention and contributes to our feeling that there is too much to do and not enough time to do it.”16 A significant body of work suggests that when two tasks require the same level of cognitive resources (working memory), people cannot perform them simultaneously. Because of the amount of focus and thought required, they don’t actually multitask but instead switch between the two tasks, juggling them back and forth. This explains why many of us can drive normally while listening passively to the radio, but using a smartphone to talk, text, or compose email harms our driving ability almost as much as driving while intoxicated.17


Beyond dealing with the cognitive load on working memory of executing two tasks at the same time, the switching back and forth makes further demands on working memory. To make matters worse, some theories suggest that approaching the limits of our working memory leaves us even more prone to distraction — and hence likely to toss one more weight onto our cognitive load. With notifications received every time a new email arrives, email inboxes are perfectly designed to encourage task-switching. Moreover, the inbox is often designed so that users see both the current email and a list of several other emails awaiting attention. Even worse, most of us leave our email program running in the background, drawing us away from whatever other computer programs we are working in and luring our attention back to the inbox. By leading us to task-switch, email not only increases our stress but actually reduces the quality of our overall work. That explains why participants in both studies who limited or eliminated email in their workday reported feeling more productive. “Multitasking often feels exciting, and we may feel like we are getting a lot done,” said Kushlev. “But this subjective feeling is an illusion.”18


Beyond reducing our ability to focus on the present job, work email can also encroach on our ability to focus at home, unsettling whatever work-life balance we’re seeking. So while only a few companies have taken the leap that Thierry Breton called for at Atos, many companies have taken steps to limit email to normal workday hours.


In 2011, a few months after Atos’s zero-email policy went into effect, the automaker Volkswagen agreed to cease email communication outside of normal business hours.19 The company configured its email servers to stop sending or receiving email from German staff members thirty minutes after the end of the workday and to resume the connection thirty minutes before the next workday begins. Volkswagen staff can still use the phones to make calls and to browse the Internet after hours, but no new emails come through and any emails that they compose aren’t sent until the server connection is turned back on. The limited-email policy applies only to staff working under trade union–negotiated contracts and not to senior management. Shortly after Volkswagen adopted the policy, the German Labor Ministry adopted it for its own staff and recommended that other companies follow suit and, at the very least, establish clear guides for staff email usage.20 Even today as some of Volkswagen’s other practices are being called deceitful, the practice of limiting email is catching on in a positive way.


Later, after this announcement in Germany, news came from France that an agreement had been signed between prominent French labor unions and employers in the technology and consulting industries. The agreement covered about 250,000 “autonomous employees” and specified an obligation to disconnect communication tools so that employees would not be interrupted during their time off from the office. The employees affected were exempt from France’s standard thirty-five-hour workweek and hence worked weekends and sometimes thirteen-hour days. The agreement specified that these employees had to have at least one day off every seven days, with no email communication during their time off.21


Perhaps the most novel anti-email tactic was put into place by the German automaker Daimler. The Volkswagen rival took aim, not at after-hours email, but at vacation email. In 2014 the company installed a new program on its email servers that lets employees select a “Mail on Holiday” out-of-office reply.22 Like traditional out-of-office programs, when an employee receives an email, the sender automatically receives a message that the employee is out of the office and will return on a specified date. Unlike traditional programs, however, the program then notifies the sender that the email will be deleted and requests that the sender either resend it on the employee’s return date or send it to a specified alternative person who is not away from the office. Vacationing employees are spared from seeing (and thinking about) emails during their time off, and often they return to an empty email inbox as well. The program is optional, but available to about 100,000 employees throughout Germany.


Although an after-hours email ban can seem to be just a work-life balance initiative, research suggests that such bans can serve the greater purpose of keeping employees engaged and satisfied with their jobs. Recent research conducted by Marcus Butts, William Becker, and Wendy Boswell shows that people who receive email after work get angry more often than not and that their anger interferes with their personal lives.23


Every day for seven days, the researchers surveyed 341 working adults on their feelings about receiving after-work email. Each day participants received an email sometime between 5:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m. with a link to that day’s survey. Participants were instructed to complete the survey while thinking about the email they had received most recently after work hours, and to not complete the survey if they had received no emails after work that day. Participants were surveyed on a variety of items, from their perception of the tone of voice in the email, the time required to respond, the emotions they felt, and whether or not the email affected their nonwork life. They were also surveyed at the very beginning of the study on issues such as their perception of supervisor abuse and their preferences for blending their work and nonwork lives.


When they analyzed the collected data, Marcus Butts and his colleagues found that when employees received an email after work that they perceived as negative in tone, it was more likely to make them angry, decrease their happiness, and affect their nonwork life. When employees received emails they perceived as positive in tone, they were more likely to be happy, but that happiness was only fleeting. Regardless of tone, if responding to the email required a lot of time, it was likely to make employees upset. “The after-hours emails really affected those workers’ personal lives,” said Butts.24 In addition to showing that after-hours emails interfere with employees’ personal lives, the researchers also found a relationship between employees’ perceptions that their supervisor was abusive or micromanaging and the likelihood that reading the email would make them angry.


In short, after-hours email can interfere not only with nonwork relationships but also with work relationships, specifically by increasing any preexisting tension between employees and their bosses. The researchers suggest that managers take these findings seriously and compose after-hours emails with caution, and also that employees who are angered by after-hours emails consider leaving and moving to a company with an email limitation policy (like Atos, el Mejor Trato, Learning as Leadership, or Daimler).


Whether or not company leadership decides to restrict email, limit how often employees check it, or ban it entirely, both the research and the recent experiences of these companies make a strong case that email is not the most effective tool for communication. Beyond interfering with your work-life balance, it can also have a detrimental impact on your productivity. Clearing out your email inbox can make you feel really good — like you’re ultra-productive. But unless your job is to delete emails, time spent in your inbox may not be time spent wisely.
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PUT CUSTOMERS SECOND




To better serve their customers, some corporate leaders have found that they must put their customers’ needs second and their employees’ needs first. They have basically inverted the hierarchy and aligned their companies with a well-researched model of customer satisfaction that comes through employee happiness.





IN FEBRUARY 2006, Vineet Nayar, the president and CEO of HCL Technologies, made a shocking announcement to a global meeting of HCLT’s biggest customers.1 In short, he told his customers that HCLT had decided that taking care of them was no longer his top priority. In fact, HCLT had decided to fire some of its customers.


Specifically, Nayar was announcing a reorganization of HCLT’s structure and its priorities around a new strategy that he labeled “employees first, customers second.” The announcement must have come as a shock to the assembly of 300 customer representatives, most of whom were from the senior leadership of their companies. However, Nayar’s decision was the end result of a long period of thought and reflection by Nayar and his own senior leadership. HCLT needed to change to stay competitive, and Nayar’s bold plan was to focus less on competing for customers in the short term and more on serving employees in order to win in the long term.


Nayar had taken the CEO seat after a long time with HCL Technologies. He started with the company in 1985, when it was still a small start-up with $10 million in sales. Eventually, he founded a smaller, entrepreneurial venture called Comnet inside of the HCLT parent company, and Comnet would grow quickly, along with the rest of HCLT. In 2000 HCLT had grown to one of the largest IT service providers in India, with $5 billion in revenue, and much of that revenue came from HCL Technologies.


From 2000 to 2005, however, the company started losing ground to its competitors. Although, as a company, HCLT was still growing 30 percent a year, its competitors were growing even faster, at 40 to 50 percent, and HCLT was falling to the bottom of the rankings. In 2005, when Nayar was moved to the helm of HCLT, the company was stuck in the middle of the pack and facing lots of problems, including low morale and a turnover rate of 17 percent — far higher than its competitors.
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