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Someone has to change the world of work. It might as well be us!


This collection of ideas, strategies, aspirations, and future thinking is for the World of Work!


Work is and always will be about possibility, exploration, and growth. Through work we connect and contribute to the world around us. Work is where magic happens.


To the WorldatWork membership: Your unwavering leadership, dedication, commitment, and expertise ensures that organizations perform at their absolute best by providing equitable rewards that make a critical difference to the millions of people who work.


The WorldatWork Foundation’s scholarships, research, and initiatives build equitable and rewarding workplaces around the globe so that they can continue to make work better, and 100 percent of the proceeds from The New Work Exchange go to the WorldatWork Foundation.




 




AUTHOR’S NOTE:


A longtime practitioner of organizational optimization, communication, and relations, I have held many professional roles in human resources. I now proudly serve as CEO within an association that counts many human resources, rewards, compensation, and benefits practitioners among its members. Based on my background, at first glance, it might seem this book was written for organizational leaders or HR and rewards practitioners. However, my vantage point has given me insight into what people across the world experience at work every day—and what organizations could be doing better to meet the needs of people. This book was written for everyone who works as well as the organizations they are trying to thrive within.
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INTRODUCING IDEAS


The State of Work





I love work. I’ve always been fascinated with the entire concept of how work unfolds between employees and employers. When I think about work, I think about opportunity. Work has never been about just having a job. From a young age, I felt drawn to work, not just for the earning but more for the ability to participate in the world. I wanted to experience the independence, fulfillment, problem-solving, and creativity of contributing.


Don’t get me wrong. I’m not someone who’ll tell you that I live to work or that life is and should be all about work. This book you’ve just picked up isn’t about the work you know. Nor is it built on the antiquated Industrial Revolution ideal that people maximize their output for an employer as part of finding their value and purpose. I’m not here to deliver the message that if you are good to your company, then your company will be good to you.


Rather, this book is to signal our need to redefine work and workplaces as part of the next industrial age, which some call the Fourth Industrial Revolution.1 Whether you are a leader in an organization who hires, sustains, and retains its people or a person who works within an organization of any kind, it’s time to recognize and embrace the radical shift influencing how, when, and why we work—as well as what we produce. We’re redefining work as both a concept and a practice. The exchange occurring between employer and employee is evolving right in front of us. There’s a New Work Exchange™ emerging—these new paradigms influence our sense of purpose about work.


It’s our job to work together as organizations and individuals to make work as rewarding, inclusive, engaging, inspiring, and productive as possible. In a world and within businesses that will always evolve, it only benefits us to try to futureproof our work as well.


It seems like wherever we look, there are signs of change in the workplace. In many ways, we first see the changes through markers of discontent. That is, the news about work isn’t all that great. Reports on “the state of work” read a bit grim. When was the last time you made it through a week without hearing about resignations, groups of employees striking or walking out to protest work conditions, or organizations scrambling for any kind of incentive to retain and attract people?


According to research done at my own organization, WorldatWork, nine in ten companies prioritized retention within the workplace in the twelve months leading up to March 2022.2 Why? The same research study showed organizations experienced voluntary turnover well above the norms at 21 percent between early 2021 and 2022, with the turnover rate being more emphasized in the United States than in any other country.


While resignations will continue, they’re simply an outcome of a larger problem. We need to look for the real root causes and hidden patterns to truly affect the outcomes with which we’re unhappy. The pain points in the state of work are the tip of the iceberg. What’s lurking under the water?


First, the workforce that existed before COVID-19 isn’t today’s workforce. The impact of the pandemic accelerated years of percolating social change. When people experience a shift, we bring change with us into our organizations and workplaces—and it can often take time for our institutions to catch up. Resignations are a symptom of that. The changes leading to resignations are the more pressing issues facing organizations. Organizations must change with the workforce.


Second, we have what I call a “caring problem” at work. Before anyone jumps to conclusions, I don’t mean people have stopped caring. Rather, what we care about has changed. In Kenneth W. Thomas’s book Intrinsic Motivation at Work: What Really Drives Employee Engagement, he writes, “Today’s jobs are dramatically different from those of only a generation ago … jobs have changed so much that employees require a different kind of motivation.”3


What’s motivation at work? Work motivation is what we care about and the manner in which it drives how we engage in and produce our work. Our priorities. Leading up to the new millennium, there was a tremendous shift in how and why we worked as well as what we produced. Motivations evolved. The changes that have taken root in the past few years are no less radical—they just manifested quickly. The result is a lack of alignment between organizational and individual motivations.


As people redetermine their priorities, organizations have been unable to acclimate to what individuals care about. What happens if people suddenly care about different things than they did before? What if organizations don’t respond to the needs of their team? People don’t feel organizations are meeting their needs and motivations.


In its State of the Global Workplace: 2022 Report, Gallup reported that 60 percent of people feel “detached at work.” Even worse, the same report indicates 19 percent of the world’s workforce is “miserable” at work.4


It seems like work has become the latest four-letter word. Why? It’s the lack of alignment in what we care about. What are we going to do about it? If more than half our coworkers are detached and our organizations are weighed down by people unhappy at work, how are organizations going to respond? A lack of engagement and happiness at work, fueled by a lack of alignment in what we care about, prevents organizational growth, innovation, and productivity. In other words, our “caring problem” affects the organizational bottom line.


So how do people and organizations realign? As a person who loves work, I feel that’s the question keeping me up at night. As a CEO, I myself want to fuel my organization’s strategic growth by creating alignment within my team.


Let’s be realistic for a moment: the topic of work is an easy target and at times a point of derision. People probably always have and will continue to complain about work. It’s regularly the butt of jokes—whether in our conversations with friends or in hit TV shows like The Office.


I’m a huge music fan, and I often recall moments in my career by thinking of popular music from that specific point in time. Have you ever noticed how many songs there are about work? A quick web search provides a countless number of songs about “holding down a job,” “working hard,” and “leaving the workday behind.” There are songs about work for every generation, and many iconic anthems aren’t all that positive. Many of them are about trying to avoid work altogether. Laughing, talking, and singing about work seem like some universal ways we let off steam about the workplace. However, we’re also clearly at an inflection point.


Let’s go back to the data, which is a lot more serious than it’s been in a long time. According to the same Gallup report, 44 percent of respondents reported experiencing stress “a lot” at work, 40 percent experienced worry, 23 percent experienced sadness, and 21 percent experienced anger. Those numbers are all higher than what was reported in Gallup’s 2009 report, which was produced during the Great Recession when people were under tremendous stress. Of the respondents who admitted to feeling stressed at work, 49 percent claimed they didn’t feel they were thriving or engaged at work.


At this very moment, how do you feel about work? How have your motivations at work evolved? Is your organization responding to and meeting your needs? If you are a leader or influencer in your organization, do you think your team is thriving and engaged? Or are there signs of detachment, misery, and misalignment? How does it affect you and your organization when the lack of alignment grows into a chasm and colleagues find it easier to quit their jobs rather than stay and influence change?


Work is one of the most important aspects of our lives—not just because it allows us to pay the bills or go on vacation but also because it helps us find identity and meaning. If emerging data hints at unprecedented levels of detachment and dissatisfaction with work, it begs us to pause and analyze some important questions:


• Where did we go wrong?


• Can we make work better?


The answer is a resounding “Yes!” To do so, we must embark on some radical changes in how organizations and leaders approach modern work. In many ways, individuals have already begun to redefine work for themselves, consciously and subconsciously. It’s now time for organizations to listen, understand, and catch up.


According to LinkedIn, 90 percent of millennial and Generation Z employees report experiencing anxiety as the weekend draws to a close. Talk about dreading a “Manic Monday,” as the Bangles did in 1986. But together, we can establish a groundbreaking new era when the idea of work doesn’t give people a case of these “Sunday scaries.”5 We don’t have to relish having our “real lives” during the weekends and fear the work week. It’s time to put a lid on work-related “revenge bedtime procrastination” and get busy making work better. The New Work Exchange is understanding how we got here and mapping out our plans to get unstuck.


Across this book, we’ll explore how work has been evolving for quite some time—and why the COVID-19 pandemic only accelerated and galvanized change in the workplace. As part of that, we’ll look more closely at data about the state of work and analyze it as a disruptive opportunity. Things might look grim at times, but challenges are learning opportunities that can serve as differentiators in our organizations. Through the lens of overdue change, we’ll assess how we can get back in the driver’s seat to shape the changes we want and need at work. Practical, actionable steps that organizations and individuals can take at work will round out each chapter.


Maybe you’re here because you’re wondering how to navigate the massive changes new technology and world events have brought to your industry. Maybe you’ve noticed the once-fundamental concepts of the office building and traditional workday are rapidly unraveling. Perhaps you are realizing you have a critical role in employee experiences—whether your role is to design, manage, influence, or improve relationships and culture. Or have you ever just wished you could find more harmony in the relationship between your work and the rest of your life?


Well, you’re not alone. You’re one of millions facing these questions, and I’m proud to count myself among you.


My whole career has been a process of working out the answers to these questions. While these questions may cause anxiety for others, I tend to geek out about finding the answers. In fact, I often describe myself as a “work nerd.” My passion for learning about the workplace and how it functions (or not) inspired me to continue pursuing the topic in academic settings. Along the way, I pursued learning in organizational communication, labor and industrial relations, and education and my doctorate degree in organization and work-based learning. With an interdisciplinary foundation to understanding this thing called work, it’s probably no surprise I translated theory and understanding into a passion for organizations dedicated to great work. With such a passion for work, I gravitated toward an organization that helps the world work better, WorldatWork, where—as CEO—I’m consumed with figuring out how to make work and the employee experience better for organizations across the world.


People are at the heart of every organization—that’s something I witnessed and internalized at every stop in my career. I’m no stranger to issues of organizational culture, workplace dynamics, employee engagement, and workforce development. Before finding my way to WorldatWork, I spent two different stints in the unique and renowned work culture of W. L. Gore & Associates. I was also the vice president of global talent at both Revlon and the Great Place to Work Institute, which researches and selects Fortune magazine’s 100 Best Places to Work. At one point, I joined a software company as its chief human resources officer and received an unexpected promotion when I was asked to take on the role of president.


Across these experiences, I’ve tried focusing on what I really love doing: helping people and teams figure out how they could be more effective. As a leader and as an employee, I’ve had my own personal experiences at both lousy and great places to work. All this experience has put me in a unique position to interpret the ever-changing nature of the modern workforce and to help employers—as well as employees—decode the new demands of the employment market.


In the face of all these changes, where do we go from here? Whatever our own roles are at work, how do we make work more valuable for everyone?


I’m glad you asked.


EMBRACING THE FUTURE


Together, let’s map out our way forward into what feels like uncharted waters. We all have preconceptions about work that are starting to unravel—things we have accepted as fact but ultimately don’t add value to the experience of work or to the success of individuals and organizations. Many of these ideas have served their place in the history of work, and we can be thankful they worked when they did, but they are now obsolete—or at the very least—need to be retooled.


Inside these pages, I invite you to move past griping and complaining about work to finding the solutions to make it better—for you, your team, your organization, and the world. Together, we’ll identify the specific ways employment and business structures have shifted—and will continue to shift. We’ll also review some actionable advice that’ll help both you and your organization. We’ll look at the direction of work and how it’s becoming more human centric. Through the New Work Exchange, we’ll not only survive the sea of changes but also take full advantage of the opportunities they bring along with them.


In this introduction, we’ve looked at the state of work, which is crying out for help and change. In chapter 1, we’ll redefine work and explore the fundamental tenets of the New Work Exchange. This will help us move beyond approaching work as a job and embrace work as something that brings value to our lives and organizations. Then, in chapter 2, we’ll examine how we got to our current state. We’ll review the twentieth-century version of work, how it came about, and why we must understand the past work revolutions to influence changes today.


In chapter 3, we’ll discuss why so many aspects of the work we’ve known have become obsolete, from the idea of the “corporate ladder” to the nine-to-five, suit-and-tie, five-day workweek. Chapter 4 explores the concept of leading people instead of workers. By shifting our perspective from transactional relationships with workers to building work experiences with people, we can be ready for real change at work. Chapter 5 covers inviting people within organizations to serve as real stakeholders. Finally, in chapter 6, we’ll assess how to set a new pace within the workplace.


Across each chapter, I’ll share personal anecdotes that bring these scenarios to life because this book is more than just theory—it’s experience and observation from my vantage point of this work revolution. From my experiences, I’ll also guide and recommend active steps to facilitate change.


The New Work Exchange is a philosophy, not a recipe or prescription for change, so successfully embracing a new approach to work will look a little different in every organization. For example, while some companies can and have comfortably moved to remote work or hybrid work models, only one-third of all jobs can be done offsite. You can’t assume what works for you works for everyone.


At the same time, it’s impossible to assume that what increasingly matters to you as an individual is in alignment with your organization. This New Exchange recognizes that alignments between people and organizations shift, so we all must be agile and adaptable because there’s one thing we can’t avoid: change. The changes we’re experiencing aren’t lamentable or accidental—they’re inevitable. This is the next work revolution and the first step in understanding where work is headed is to understand where it came from.


Times are uncertain. But haven’t they always been? While we like to say we’re working through unprecedented times, every generation has faced uncertainty and adaptation at work. We’ve come a long way. We can learn from both the past and present of work to create the best possible future. To do that, we must manage ourselves and our organizations to be historically innovative instead of stuck in history.


In the words of author James Baldwin, “Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.” A lot of times, when we say we want to see changes at work, what we really mean is we want others to change so our own lives are made easier. The data shows us we’re past the point of waiting for others to make change happen. We all must engage to redefine our shared experience of work.


Work is collaborative and organizational, so our own perspectives, preferences, and actions must evolve. That’s your fair warning that this book is for those willing to make real, lasting changes. If that’s you, welcome aboard the New Work Exchange.


Now let’s get to work.
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CHAPTER 1


Working for Way More Than the Weekend





“What do you do?”


It’s a question we’ve all asked—and been asked. It’s a go-to icebreaker and marks the beginning of friendships, relationships, and opportunities. Work doesn’t just explain what we do to earn a wage—it’s an inherent part of who we are and is one of the greatest ways we can fulfill our purposes as human beings. Work can help us create value in our lives in addition to bringing value to others.


For such a short question, it packs a lot in it. Whether it’s formal or informal, the reality is that most people do work, and many people love to work, but most of us also take for granted that work can be a total nuisance.


Throughout the introduction, we looked at the state of work. What if work didn’t have to be seen as a four-letter word? What if we didn’t approach it as a chore or count down the days to the weekend or our next vacation? What if by making it better and more meaningful, we could see work add value to our lives and organizations, have a positive effect on our happiness and engagement levels, and make money—for ourselves and our businesses—at the same time?


Maybe that sounds ambitious or naive, but throughout this chapter, we’ll prime ourselves for the New Work Exchange by realizing that work can be more than a job.


Redefining work may sound too good to be true, but considering the way many people see work in a negative light—and the overall impact of that—making work better isn’t just a nice to do. It’s a need to do. Influencing work is one of the most significant contributions we can make to our own happiness, organizations, employees, customers—and, yes, the world.


At times, I sound like an idealist, but when it comes to work, I’ve seen what works and what doesn’t. Looking at work through a new lens is the foundation of the New Work Exchange. While I don’t expect every day at work to feel like a walk in the park, I am a firm believer that work can and must be a better experience—but that’s not attainable if we continue to think about it as we do today.


Changing how, when, and why we work requires a new approach (mentally and physically) from all of us because we all shape our organizations, our own work experiences, and the work experiences of those around us. So to start, I’m going to share how my first experiences at work shaped how I think about work.


REFLECTING: WORK DOESN’T HAVE TO BE A JOB


When I was fourteen years old, I was eager to get to work. In my home state, this was two years too young to legally start working, but I wasn’t going to let some pesky labor laws get in my way. I wanted to work, organizations needed me to work, and labor laws weren’t a big deal to me at that phase of my life, so I assumed they probably weren’t to others either. I also figured no one was going to check on a minor detail such as my age. Turns out I was right because while I was eventually fired from that job, it wasn’t because of my age.


That’s right. My first employer fired me. Let’s explore why.


Like many teens, I entered the workforce through the world of fast food. All these years later, I can still recall the hiring manager’s questions during my first-ever interview. Everything focused on logistic issues:


“What time can you get here after school?”


“What days can you work?”


“Are you going to trim your hair?”


Not a single question about me as a person. No discussion about the company’s values, no debate to reveal whether I’d fit the mold of what they considered a good employee.


In my worldview, I’ve always been fairly innovative. I still like to find new ways to do things, and I was no different back then. However, as it turned out, that approach was in direct opposition to my employer, who was very prescriptive about process. There were rules for exactly how long we should cook fries and the order in which we assembled burgers. I had to memorize the order for putting condiments on the buns. You get the idea.


I, on the other hand, felt like we could improve the process and make it way more fun. So I’d take some extra time with the ketchup to draw a smiley face on the burger patty. Never mind that the customer would never see my innovative detail once the burger was delivered—surely they could taste the benefit of my personal touch. I’d hang out at the counter, chitchatting with customers, asking how their days were going—which of course, took up more time, leading to longer lines. Looking back, I guess I didn’t quite grasp the concept of “fast food.” Given the modern popularity of espresso art, I was just ahead of my time!


Long story short: I wanted to personalize the experiences and innovate in a place where they were quite happy with the way things were. They needed people who’d follow their rules and processes, meaning I was a terrible culture fit. So I was unceremoniously fired, which was probably the right thing for all parties. Even if I had been the right age, I probably never should’ve been hired in the first place. Interview questions were designed to demonstrate whether I could do the job, not whether I was a good fit for their approach, which is an important lesson I still carry with me.


This experience also introduced me to thinking of management as them and the employees as we, which meant I began to see the work as a job instead of something that would push me to be my absolute best. Decades later, I realize that the New Work Exchange requires us to find and build great cultural fit, requires us to understand that us-versus-them leadership is damaging to organizations, and should inspire and fulfill people as much as possible.


My next work experience—also in fast food—taught me yet another lesson I still see play out in organizations today, especially regarding how managers learn to lead people. Before I started at this new job, there had been an incident in which a former employee stole the polyester shirt that we all wore as part of our uniform. The manager’s solution was to institute a rule that no employee could take home their work shirt. We had to leave our shirts at work, where they’d be waiting for our next shifts. As you can imagine, it didn’t take too long for my shirt to get pretty grungy. After all, when you’re working next to fryers, flipping burgers, and making hot fudge sundaes, it’s bound to happen.


Then one day, the owner of the store came in and said, “Hey, you’re doing a great job, but you’ve gotta wash your shirt.” To which I responded, “Oh, I’m not allowed to take it home to wash it.”


She was thrown for a loop. “What are you talking about? What do you mean you’re not allowed to wash it?” It should be obvious that in a business where you’re handling food, employee hygiene should be more important than losing a $15 shirt. Trying to fix a problem, the manager implemented a policy that created many more problems than the “solution” addressed.


I didn’t stay in fast food forever. That was probably best for me and the fast-food industry. Still, these experiences have stuck with me my entire career, paving the way for my own journey of helping organizations reassess and adjust their work cultures. My examples happened many years ago, but they exemplify issues we still encounter in various forms at work today and prevent alignment between people and organizations.


It’s easy to become blinded by policies at work, even when they are our own. As we look for universal solutions, they often become damaging to culture and very annoying to employees. Confusing policies often become reasons we end up working to get to the weekend or our next vacation.


We’ve come a long way but not far enough. To this day, managers and organizations don’t always think of the wider implications—to the business and its people—of their decisions and policies. Why do we get so stuck on a specific process? Why do managers build rules around one bad example and then apply that to everyone? Why do we insist on one right way of doing things? Instead of exploring and finding new paths, we spend a lot of time making work a job.


INFLUENCING THE WORLD AT WORK
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