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			For my fellow four-percenters who are highly engaged—we are very blessed; may our numbers continue to grow over time.
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The Crisis of Disengagement

			“I am the disturbance in your sea of complacency . . .

			And I will never stop shaking your waves.”

			—Mohammed Ali

			Our nation is fighting an epidemic of alarming proportions. It is not cancer, intolerance, racial divides, terrorism, cyberattacks, hunger, access to clean water, or the technology gap—although, unfortunately, all of those social epidemics remain firmly in place. Rather, it is a disease affecting the central nervous system of our economy—and it is destroying creativity, innovation, productivity, and profitability. This epidemic is a societal and workplace challenge costing hundreds of billions of dollars a year in the United States—a calamity so large that it could literally reverse the progression of our evolution if not soon corrected. It is the crisis of disengagement.

			Dissatisfaction runs rampant in today’s workplace, with many identifying inadequate challenges, pay, morale, sense of purpose, or lack of appreciation at the heart of their disdain. Many are terminally bored and apathetic, which eviscerates productivity and the ability to innovate, and in turn affects the profitability of companies and the ability to remain competitive in the world market. Social and political divisiveness and disrespect for divergent views are finding their way from society into our workplace, which is having a direct impact on disengagement, disagreements, and the divide between the haves and the have nots, the liberals and the conservatives, and those of us with difference backgrounds, raising tensions among co-workers and destroying principles of team work, culture, and productivity. 

			GALLUP POLL

			
					31.5 percent of US the workforce defines themselves as engaged (enthusiasm is contagious).		          

					51 percent of the workforce is not engaged or is disconnected (going through the motions).

					17.5 percent of the workforce is actively disengaged (human-potential gap).

					These are all statistics that have a tremendous impact on the global economy.1


			

			Engagement. We all crave it.  We want engagement in our personal lives and in our work lives. Employers and managers want engaged workers. Business owners want engaged customers. Teachers want engaged students. Civic leaders want engaged citizens. Wall Street wants to invest in companies that can attract engaged innovators. Religious leaders want congregations who are engaged. Workers search for passion and meaning in their lives and yearn to be part of organizational cultures built on the basis of mutual trust, integrity, and respect. The irony is that in spite of such across-the-board desire for engagement, we are growing ever more disengaged, disconnected, distracted, and disenchanted with our work and personal lives than ever before in our history. Why is there such a gap between our desired and actual states of engagement? What can we all do to get engagement back on track in our lives and in our workplaces? How can we close this gap quickly and efficiently in order to drive up levels of workplace satisfaction, creativity, productivity, and ultimately, shareholder value?

			Maybe the answer parallels the lyrics of the Rolling Stones’ hit “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction.” Our dissatisfaction with our jobs and lives is reaching record proportions and it is both disturbing and disruptive. Many of us overtly or secretly fear being marginalized, becoming irrelevant, living a meaningless life, feeling ignored or mistreated for our efforts, or failing to leave behind a legacy, and it leads us to be void of passion, commitment, loyalty, or trust.

			We would rather complain than celebrate. We would rather fight than embrace. We would rather be jealous than take pride in the accomplishments of others. Our political candidates would rather devote time and resources to attacking each other than stay focused on articulating their proposed policies or solutions. Studies have shown that users are ten times more likely to post a negative review on Yelp! or Trip Advisor than to share a positive experience. Few of us enjoy and embrace the gifts of satisfaction, passion, and happiness in the workplace. 

			Disengagement pervades our workforce, affecting more than the work of employees by also creating intergenerational tension. Baby boomers are unmotivated or unwilling to mentor their successors. Younger generations in the workplace feel unchallenged by the tasks they are given and unhappy with the lack of guidance they are receiving. Unhappy people eventually become unhealthy people—mentally and physically—which adds to rapidly increasing health-care costs, which in turn leads to higher insurance premiums and smaller profits to be funneled into raises and bonuses, thereby exaggerating the problem and accelerating unhappiness overall.

			Younger workers seem to be most dissatisfied, with both their pay and their workplace conditions, citing a lack of opportunity for upward mobility due to many baby boomers not being able to retire when they hoped, forcing them to fight for their jobs longer and keep client relationships close to the vest. This cultural paranoia is creating an unhealthy leadership and management deadlock. Leaders need to roll up their sleeves and get into the trenches to determine what they can do to enhance engagement with each employee, finding ways to reignite excitement and passion for the tasks employees are expected to accomplish.

			If we as a nation are going to reverse this disturbing trend, we must recognize that the solution does not rest solely in increasing economic rewards. In fact, as we will discuss throughout this book, the solutions for improving current levels of engagement are more qualitative than quantitative. Yet our politicians and government leaders continue to spend too much time and hot air talking about the “1 percenters” and the gap between the “haves and the have-nots.” This was especially true in the aftermath of the “Occupy Wall Street” movement and throughout the 2016 election process. If we are to remain globally competitive, the conversation must focus on new wealth creation and not on wealth redistribution. We need to work toward making the pie bigger, not on slicing a finite pie into smaller pieces. Rewards must be put in place for innovation and productivity. Job satisfaction is not necessarily pegged to income levels. There are millions of highly dissatisfied workers who earn well in the six figures—but there are also millions of workers in the low-to-midfive figures who approach each day with enthusiasm and passion.

			On the nonfinancial side, we cannot overlook what truly drives happiness, satisfaction, pride, and engagement in the workplace. Sure, pay raises are always appreciated, but study after study underscores that most workers are equally and sometimes even more attracted to intangibles rather than cash. Key variables such as culture, teamwork, values, trust, respect, appreciation, embracing our similarities over our differences, transparency, flexible hours, creative benefits, professional development, recognition, and opportunity are cited time and time again as critical components of high levels of employee engagement and satisfaction. In the July 22, 2016, business section of The New York Times, economist and author Robert H. Frank wrote an article entitled “The Incalculable Value of Finding a Job You Love.” In that article, Frank correctly points out that salary matters—but not as much as the satisfaction derived from developing deep experience. He advises that to be truly happy, workers need to look for career opportunities that offer professional development. Frank cites multiple studies that conclude that, in the long run, people are happier when they choose the attractiveness of workplace conditions and a strong culture over the “soul-crushing” promise of a few more dollars.2 Companies struggling to increase their current levels of engagement and who believe that more money is the best solution can learn a lot from this article and the studies cited therein.

			Disengagement has a ripple effect on all that we do, all that we produce, and all that we can become. When the lion’s share of our workforce enters our doors with the goal of “just showing up” or “staying under the radar screen,” spends more than half the day talking meaninglessly to friends on social-media sites, and anxiously waits for the clock to strike 5:00 p.m., we are no better as a nation than a hamster on a wheel, exerting the occasional effort, but going nowhere. 

			Our education and training is focused on all the wrong priorities. We teach history that is easily accessible on the Internet and math that is easily ascertainable on a calculator, while the “soft skills” which drive career success and satisfaction are ignored. As employers automate or outsource many routine tasks, the positions that often require workers to take on broader responsibilities require these softer skills such as emotional intelligence, practical experience, empathy, and critical thinking that computers can’t easily simulate—and yet the teaching of these lessons are often missing from the course catalogue. Making matters even worse, it is these very skills such as empathy and emotional intelligence which have been repeatedly demonstrated to significantly increase an individual’s sense of engagement, enlightenment, and sense of purpose and self-worth. 

			Such disconnectedness and lack of meaningful collaboration also spills over into our personal lives—affecting our families and environment. Children want trophies without winning, students want grades they do not deserve, entry-level employees want bonuses they have not earned, and middle-level managers want premature advancement to leadership.

			Our current crisis of disengagement cannot be tolerated any longer. Our colleges are filled with distracted students, our highways are cluttered with distracted drivers, our sidewalks are filled with distracted pedestrians, our offices are packed with distracted workers, and our government offices are populated by distracted public servants. But how and when do we get serious about reversing this trend? What can business and organizational leaders do to foster and support a highly motivated, highly committed, and highly engaged workforce?

			Engagement and Driving Shareholder Value

			If you agree that your people are your most important assets, then lower levels of engagement are depressing your company’s short and long-term potential. It is becoming quite common for private-equity and venture-capital firms to include key customer- and employer-engagement questions as part of their due diligence and also for commercial lenders to inquire about levels of engagement as part of their lending criteria. Buyers of companies—both financial and strategic acquirers—are putting engagement questions at the top of their due-diligence checklists. To drive long-term shareholder value, company leaders must put an engaged workforce at the top of their priority list. No investor or buyer will or should pay a premium for a workforce or a customer base that is ambivalent, disloyal, and disconnected. 

			This book is my heartfelt and “no-holds-barred” attempt to contribute some ideas and insights toward a meaningful solution. The observations offered do not come solely from academic research or consulting-firm reports. They also come, in part, from my own life and professional experiences.

			I have been blessed to be passionate and engaged for my entire career—both when things were going well and when they were not. The road to success for me has not been well-paved and smooth; rather it has been choppy, filled with potholes, toll bridges, and traffic delays. I had a very modest upbringing and relied primarily on my own grit and determination, as well as the kindness and support of others, to accomplish everything that I have up to this point. I have taken the time to figure out what makes me happiest and have tried my best not to allow others to distract me from my life’s work.

			What I have learned from my forty years as an entrepreneur, lawyer, professor, author, and strategic advisor is that too many among us allow our happiness, our passion, and our enjoyment to be driven and defined by our supervisors and our team members. Misery does, in fact, love company—and it’s easy to allow a frustrated and unhappy coworker to convert you into the realm of the disappointed and disengaged. We are all on our own personal journeys of fulfillment and satisfaction. We must also define our own life missions, core values, interests, and goals and then work hard to integrate ourselves into a company (and life) whose goals and culture are aligned with ours. I truly believe that there is a fantastic work setting out there for each one of us, but we cannot be lazy or complacent in achieving it.

			At the Future of Work conference in Zurich in mid-May of 2016, former US Labor Secretary Robert Reich stated, “Most people in the world are doing work that they really would rather not do, but they have to do. How can we create a system where more people do what they want to do, which fulfills their dreams and sense of purpose?”

			If Reich is right, and I am confident that he is, how can we expect to increase productivity, creativity, and innovation when the bulk of the global workforce is unhappy with how they spend 70–80 percent of their waking hours? How has the “social contract” between employer and employees devolved since World War II? How will it evolve in the future as advanced computers, robotics, and nanotechnology replace more and more of the menial tasks in our workdays?

			Some advocate a “universal basic income” as a form of wealth redistribution, which would afford each individual a basic income and the freedom to pursue his or her true calling in life, regardless of salary and benefits that it may provide. But before we consider a complete overhaul of our economic system, can we, as employers, make a greater effort to match people’s work and quest for meaning with our companies’ business plans, goals, and objectives? Can we better align what we need from our workforce with what they want from us? Can we finally liberate workers from dead-end jobs which have become meaningless, irrelevant, extinct, or stale and bring an end to the eternal “paid vacations?” Can we work harder to instill more meaning into our work and our lives without overhauling our society?

			Our Nation’s Disconnected Strategic Priorities and Workforce Attitudes

			[image: ]

			In addition to my own chapters, I have asked a select number of thought leaders in their respective fields to weigh in on the disengagement crisis. These guest authors reinforce the sense of urgency that we all must embrace in order to reverse this disturbing trend toward disengagement, apathy, and lack of passion.

			Phil Styrlund reminds us that nobody is engaged when he or she feels irrelevant. Dr. Alaina Love makes the case that nobody is productive when he or she lacks passion. Dr. Bob Rosen writes that no human being will be motivated to perform without feeling appreciated and respected. Kaihan Krippendorf makes the case that no company can be driven by creativity if its employees are disconnected.  

			No leader can establish trust without civility and protocol is the point made by Shelby Scarbrough. And finally, Robert Gappa contends that no employee can possibly know how to advance the goals of the enterprise and create excellence in customer service without the clarity of a shared vision.

			When I am asked what’s wrong with our country and how it can be fixed, I often respond that as a nation we have lost our edge, our fire in the belly, our grit, our determination, and many of the other things that propelled us to world leadership. We want too much and are compelled to give too little. We want success to happen quickly. The notion of starting with nothing and building something is dependent on never forgetting that you once had nothing. It is imperative to remember where you came from—and how hard it was to accomplish your goals. Unfortunately, that determination has been replaced with a “trophy generation” mind-set in which we expect to be rewarded for only a modest effort. It has seeped like a cancer into our schools, our workplaces, our families, and even our bodies. We envy rather than celebrate the successes of those who have worked hard; we view those who have succeeded with contempt and jealousy instead of as a source of insight and instruction. We want the quick fix, the easy path. How can we be surprised that an entire generation that grew up on Facebook and video games wants to be empowered, entertained, and challenged at work? What are the consequences of forcing them into a 1950s workplace and management style? Evolution of a society includes, in fact requires, an evolution of our workplace.

			It is only when we reconnect to the true joy of our accomplishments and are patient for our rewards that we can return to the path to greatness. Unrealistic expectations and impatience breed complacency and destroys creativity. We sit in our cubicles pushing paper around on a subpar basis and expect competitive salaries and generous bonuses for our actions. We fail to make the extra effort, yet we want to be rewarded like we are the star players on our team for a company that just won the championship. And on top of that, we still complain that we are not getting enough. We get what we give—but we are rarely giving enough, especially relative to our expectations.

			These detours from the path to gratefulness have damaged our society from both a business and a personal perspective. There is a widening and misleading gap between the perceived “haves” and “have-nots,” and a political divisiveness that has never been wider as demonstrated by the 2016 elections. Are people really that angry? Our young people in the Occupy movement were protesting and demanding jobs and student-loan relief when they should have been investing in the development of practical skills. Our aging baby boomers feel discarded and are fighting to hold onto their jobs because they are financially unprepared for retirement at a time when they should be leveraging their knowledge and experience as mentors, coaches, and catalysts for succession plans. We have wasted too many opportunities to become united in favor of becoming further divided. We focus too much of our time on the issues that divide us instead of embracing the many things we have in common. We think too much about what’s tearing us apart instead of celebrating what holds us together. We invest in training people to have skills when we should be investing in lifting their spirits. We rely on metrics and data when we need to pay more attention to attitude and emotional intelligence. We need to spend more time talking face-to-face, learning about each other’s needs and wants, and strengthening and fine-tuning our compassion and emotional intelligence in ways that will drive a mutuality of success.

			To solve the crisis of disengagement, we must become more determined, more focused, more grateful, and more resilient. 

			The Barbellization of Our Workforce
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			Workplaces across America have come to look essentially like a barbell. On the left side are a handful of people who are highly engaged (HE). On the right side is an increasingly growing number of people who are actively disengaged (AD), while most in the middle make up what is called the zombie apocalypse (Z). These “zombies” are either mildly engaged or somewhat disengaged—they are just showing up for the paycheck, unless or until something better comes along. They are the true “walking dead”—capable of being reenergized but equally capable of falling into the AD category. It is important to note that engagement does not necessarily equal happiness. In fact, the irony is that the Z workers are typically the happiest among our workforce because they are often overpaid and underworked. The AD workers are cynical, frustrated, and marginalized. The HE people love what they do and where they do it, but their happiness is often diluted by the feeling that they work harder than everyone else for the same pay and that they are constantly picking up everyone else’s slack.

			We have become too focused on the quantitative rewards—our salaries, our bonuses, overtime—and not focused enough on the true joy, pride, and passion of our work. It is possible to find satisfaction inside an organization where you can be fairly rewarded for your efforts but also feel like you are a part of something bigger than yourself and do meaningful work that positively affects the lives of others. And it is possible to inspire and retain engaged employees by changing your corporate culture. Let me show you how.

			
				
					It is possible to find satisfaction inside an organization where you can be fairly rewarded for your efforts but also feel like you are a part of something bigger than yourself and do meaningful work that positively affects the lives of others. And it is possible to inspire and retain engaged employees by changing your corporate culture. Let me show you how.

				

			

			Andrew J. Sherman

			Washington, DC

			Fall 2016

			
Chapter 1

			
Understanding the Magnitude and the Cause of the Crisis of Disengagement

			“We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.”

			—Albert Einstein

			In the summer of 2015, The New York Times published a controversial and critical article describing many key components of Amazon’s workplace and culture. The article claimed that although Amazon’s employees are well-paid and often work on ground-breaking projects, they are also pushed to the breaking point in a clear-cut, survival-of-the-fittest climate where workers tend to either quickly accept the challenge or walk out the door (if they’re not shown the door first). Anecdotes of incivility, insensitivity, and callousness run throughout the story, and it triggered a larger debate for weeks about the balancing of expectations in the workplace with the defining and shaping of the workplace of the future.

			This out-of-balance situation is what we term the “alignment disconnect” or the “connectivity gap.”

			In the year 2015, well over half of all workers in the United States claimed to be “somewhat disengaged” or even “actively disengaged.”3 I’d be willing to bet the farm that many of these workers reporting to be disengaged also felt underpaid, underappreciated, and underutilized relative to their real (or perceived) sets of skills and experiences.

			The Spillover Effect

			When a company has an alignment disconnect, there is a spillover effect on customer service, recruitment, the dilution of brand reputation, relations with vendors and suppliers, the confidence of lenders and investors, the effectiveness of leaders, managers, and employees—to the point where it will be difficult or nearly impossible to reverse the trend. When an organization has lost its “mojo,” there is no dose of “cultural Viagra” that will bring it back. Examples of companies that have been affected include Kodak, Motorola, Blockbuster, Yahoo, Sony, and Sears.

			Leaders of companies of all types and sizes must address this disconnect head-on at the earliest inkling of a connectivity gap. Ignoring the problem rarely, if ever, works. In today’s highly connected, social-media-driven world, the general public is more likely to know that your company has a problem even before you do, unless you are carefully monitoring posts and tweets concerning your culture. Company leaders need to get serious about engagement if they are committed to driving long-term shareholder value.

			Engagement: the act of engaging; emotional involvement or commitment; the state of being in gear; a job or period of employment especially as a performer.

			
				
					Engagement: the act of engaging; emotional involvement or commitment; the state of being in gear; a job or period of employment especially as a performer.

				

			

			Multiple studies over the past seven years bolster the clear evidence that organizations with higher levels of employee engagement perform more productively and with more profitability than those with lower levels of engagement. We think of Apple, Nordstrom, Google, Starbucks, Facebook, 3M, and Netflix as being high-performing companies that have employees who genuinely seem to enjoy their work, and as a result, deliver exemplary service. However, that list is not nearly long enough if we are to remain competitive in the global marketplace.

			Gretchen Gavett of Harvard Business Review says: “If you’re in a workplace in America right now, chances are most of the people around you are pretty checked out.” Various polls and surveys confirm this thought.

			Gallup, the preeminent authority on all things employee engagement, reports that only 30 percent of US workers are somewhat or highly engaged. Yes, that means 70 percent are not engaged. Disengagement appears to be fairly widespread: in all sizes of organizations, in all parts of the US, in all industries, and with all ages. In a word, disengagement is pervasive.

			The good news is that the trend of low engagement has been somewhat stable over the last thirteen years, aside from a dip from 2008–2011, likely attributable to the recession.

			But the bad news is that low employee engagement is costing US organizations dearly: 

			Absenteeism is 37% worse for organizations with disengaged workers compared to those with engaged workers.

			Turnover is 65% worse for organizations in industries considered “low-turnover” and 25% worse in industries with traditionally higher turnover.

			
					Inventory shrinkage is 28% worse.

					Safety incidents are 48% higher.

					For health care, patient safety incidents are 41% higher.

					Product defects are 41% higher.

					Customer satisfaction is 10% worse.

					Productivity is 21% worse.

					Profitability is 22% worse.4


			

			Workers become disenchanted when they are in a vacuum or when they limit their relative benchmarking only to the small universe around them. If we compare our lives on a broader global scale, then higher levels of engagement and gratitude can begin to seep into our existence and our attitudes. With a flat-to-unimpressive 2–3 percent gross domestic product (GDP) growth rate, there is certainly plenty of room for improvement. Imagine the impact on our economy, our crime rate, and our standard of living if that 70 percent level of disengagement dropped by 5 percent each year!

			This chapter opened with a quote by Albert Einstein. We must all commit to change the mind-set, the patience and persistence, and the attitude that can put this nation and ourselves back on track. We must embrace and appreciate what we have, not what we lack. Thomas Edison often said, “I have not failed 1,000 times. I have successfully discovered 1,000 ways to NOT make a light bulb.” We need to embrace the persistence, patience, and determination that Edison adopted—instead of constantly describing ourselves as disengaged every time something does not go as expected. As individuals, we need to frame our current narrative in a way to accomplish our goals in a practical and patient manner.

			The Limbo Workforce

			Many of the studies cited in this book make good-faith attempts to define our workforce as being either engaged or disengaged, with a few shades of gray in between. That’s helpful, but it does not solve the crisis. There are a significant number of people who are neither engaged nor disengaged but rather living their lives and careers in some type of oddball zombie state. They exist, but their mission or life’s purpose is unclear, both to themselves and others. They are present and accounted for, but are neither truly accretive nor dilutive to the organization. They may even be very bright people on paper, but very few of them understand how to brighten up the room with passion and energy that is truly contagious. We all know them, and many of us work for or with them.

			They include:

			
					the “hope I don’t get fired today” / “stay under the radar screen” employee;

					the “I am on cruise control so don’t ask me to speed up” / “will do the minimum I need to get by” guy; and

					the “I just need to do better than anyone around me” false- benchmark guy / “blame everyone but me” guy.

			

			In the February 12, 2016, edition of The New York Times, an article by Paul Sullivan was headlined “Look Closely Before Leaping From a Steady But Unfulfilling Job.” The article correctly observed that many people are trapped into this limbo by their own circumstances because they do not have the viable choices. They acknowledge their unhappiness and lack of personal fulfillment but cannot sacrifice a secure, good-paying job for a chance at something different. They reach a point of resentment and numbness about their careers but do not feel empowered to pursue alternatives. It is unclear how many of us feel this way—20 percent? Thirty percent? Fifty percent? More?  What is clear is the impact that this limbo has on our health, our productivity, and our motivation. Nobody achieved any level of true greatness or genuine satisfaction by muddling through life feeling trapped in a box.

			As DeJuan Stroud was quoted in Sullivan’s article, “. . .when you reach the point of ‘I can’t do this another day,’ you choose that fear over that misery.”5

			I know that I am not alone in my concern for the breadth and depth of this phenomenon and its impact on our ability to remain productive and competitive as a nation.

			The Few. The Proud. The Engaged.

			Even if you are reading this book as one of the “other” 30 percent who describe themselves as actively engaged in their careers—those who actually still enjoy their work, love their families, and are dedicated to their community—there is still room for improvement. You are the A and B+ players in our society, the most connected and the most productive. Do not become complacent. To advance in any situation, or on any team, the strong must get even stronger and take the time to mentor and coach the disengaged. You are the sources of inspiration for others—the touchstones. If you sway on the path, dozens or hundreds or thousands of others who follow you also sway. You are the stewards of the culture. If you shrug, we all fall.

			The Catch-22 of Disengagement

			At too many companies, employees express frustration and disappointment at being underappreciated, underpaid, and overworked.  Employers express frustration and disappointment over the lack of loyalty, lack of innovation, and lack of productivity. They complain that today’s worker is distracted and disengaged. And it is not limited to the workplace; parents and teachers complain of students and children who are distracted and disinterested, and our young people complain that parents and teachers are burnt out.

			It seems as though, over time, even as our society continues to advance technologically, and in spite of various social-media platforms to communicate in, we are losing our personal connections to each other. How can we bridge this gap and get all parties more aligned, less distracted, and ultimately more engaged in our lives, our education, and our work?

			[image: ]

			The Impact of Mobility

			Our crisis of disengagement is being fueled in part by the impact of globalization, automation, and the overall mobility of our workforce. It is nearly impossible to have stability at the same time as excessive mobility. The so-called “gig economy,” where workers drift from one temporary job to another without any loyalty or benefits, undermines all efforts to engage our workforce. Few people will be motivated to go the extra mile in their jobs if they think they will be somewhere else in the very near future. The war for talent and the intensity of mobility puts current employers in the precarious position of not being able to drive innovation and engagement, and it also fuels the paranoia of empowering your competitors when key employees are recruited. The answer to this issue does not necessarily reside in trying to reverse this trend of a gig economy—that struggle seems futile. To regain control, employers are finding creative ways to engage this workforce so that employees feel valued and want to be loyal to the company.

			The Impact of Going Solo

			As the demographics of our work frame shifts, so do the number of workers who choose to fight the crisis of disengagement by “going at it alone.” Many people have concluded—rightly or wrongly—that the source of their disengagement is being someone’s employee. According to a 2015 study by the Freelancer Union, one in three working Americans (almost fifty-four million people) defined themselves as “independent workers”—as free agents, contractors, temporary workers, full-time telecommuters, solopreneurs, home-based workers, or otherwise. Daniel Pink in Free Agent Nation cited a general distrust of management, a desire to set one’s own schedule, and take control of one’s own destiny as the drivers that will propel this number to more than sixty million by 2020. Even more interesting is that more than 80 percent of these independent workers said that they were happier and more engaged working on their own, but their happiness was driven by their autonomy and flexibility and not necessarily by their income.6

			What can we learn about this trend and this data as leaders of companies? Is this the “new normal?” Is the solution to disengagement just to let everyone go and fend for themselves and hire them as contractors as and when needed? Will society by 2050 reject the notion of employer and employee completely, leaving us with a marketplace of knowledge workers and knowledge buyers? What will this mean for the organizational clients, office spaces, and real estate development of the future? How will it impact your recruitment and hiring plans? How will it impact your business and growth plans?

			The Alignment Gap

			PRESENTEEISM: “They have quit but they are still there . . .”

			In a recent Gallup survey, about 87 percent of Americans said that “they are working for a paycheck”—but 80 percent of millennials said they want to work for a so-called “higher purpose”; they want be part of something bigger than themselves and feel a connectivity to the mission and values of the organization. They are insisting on a flexible workplace and mobility to drive productivity, connectivity, and collaboration. They view the ideal company as a flat organizational chart, with a matrixed hierarchy and lots of upward-mobility opportunities. Millennials are more than 40 percent of our workforce, and that percentage is growing by the day. By 2025, they will make up 75 percent of our workforce. How can we bridge that gap? People working for only a paycheck will do the minimum they need to get by, fly below the radar screen, and rarely, if ever, go the extra effort. No company can expect to grow if the reliance on creativity and customer service is left in the hands of the engaged few.

			[image: ]

			Why Should We Care About Levels of Engagement? And Why Are Current Levels of Disengagement Truly a Crisis?

			Let’s start with a basic observation: If you start work at age twenty-one and work continuously until sixty-five, you spend forty-four years, or 110,000 hours, either at your workplace or getting there or getting home. That number assumes a ten-hour day and a one-hour commute each way as a norm. The number also assumes a two-week vacation, an elusive concept to many of us who now work 365/7/24 with the help of technology. The bulk of our waking lives is spent at work, in transport between office and home, and in thinking about the stress of our employment while we are at home. So, why should we spend the vast majority of our adult lives unhappy and disconnected? How could we cheat ourselves of engagement in what we do to support our families and our lifestyles? Who decided that there must be firm lines of demarcation between our “work” and our “play?”

			Highly engaged organizations tend to produce higher retention rates (thereby avoiding costly turnover rates and expenses and fostering candidates for succession and advertisement and monitoring); significantly improved quality of product and service lines; stronger and more durable revenues and profit margins; increased levels of innovation and creativity; health and safety rates well above industry norms; greater productivity and efficiency; stronger brands and social-media reputations; lower rates of shrinkage and absenteeism; superior training, education/advertisement, and professional development opportunities; and overall increased investment in employees.

			[image: ]

			Still not concerned? Think about how good it feels when your altruistic actions elicit satisfaction in others and what positive feelings their happiness and gratitude manifest in you. Sam Walton, Bill Gates, and many others often speak about the biggest satisfaction of their lives being the number of other millionaires that their leadership created.

			Focus on both the selfish and selfless acts of helping people pursue their dreams in a workplace that is supportive and rewarding. How many lives can you influence? If the average family size is five and the average number of people that the average family of five directly or indirectly influences or affects is twenty-five and you have one hundred employees directly reporting to you, then the fate of 2,500 humans and their happiness rests in your hands, your decision making, your leadership, and your own levels of enjoyment. If you have one thousand, that number increases to twenty-five thousand, and so on. And this still doesn’t account for customers, channel partners, vendors, and investors—or the derivative effects your influence can have on the lives of others. For that reason alone, isn’t engagement among your most important priorities as a leader? Study after study illustrates that it is the intangibles—respect and appreciation—that keep people in their jobs and working to advance up the ladder. These are the cultures where people are genuinely willing to sacrifice to be part of something larger.

			These intangibles appear nowhere on the company’s financial statements and are difficult to quantify precisely. But they are important, and all of us know when we are inside a company that is driven by high levels of engagement. It’s the little things—body language, eye contact, and excitement that are the clear “poker tells” indicating genuine engagement versus contrived engagement. It makes no difference if you are shopping at a high-end retailer or eating at a fast-food restaurant; we all have that “sixth sense” to detect levels of employee engagement and the health of the overall culture. We make our decisions about whether to return or not based on the engagement levels we observe.

			The Crisis of Engagement

			[image: ]

			If I open a new Italian restaurant in a competitive hospitality marketplace, my chefs and servers will make or break the experience based on my leadership and their respective levels of engagement. If I am disconnected and care only for myself and my profit margin, then my key team members will be apathetic and unmotivated—probably already looking for their next job soon after we open. Their disengagement will spread like a disease to my customers, resulting in no repeat business and no referrals. I’ll end up closed in six months.

			Companies of all types are retooling their business models and reshaping their retail formats to capture the more experiential customer. The CEO of Macy’s, Terry Lundgren, was recently quoted as acknowledging this about millennials: “The emerging millennial consumer has a higher set of expectations with regard to customer service, transparency, and convenience. Millennials want to be an engaged and educated part of the consuming experience.”

			How Many “Dis-es” Can the American Workplace Withstand?

			[image: ]

			Three Generations of Workers—and All of Them Frustrated for Different Reasons

			[image: ] 

			The Future of the Workplace

			Can a culture and a compensation system be friendly but also intense? Can teams be collegial and internally competitive? Can office culture be structured yet flexible? This dichotomy is now at the forefront of management debates and clearly has an impact on levels of engagement. A New York Times article described Amazon as a “soulless, dystopian workplace where no fun is had and no laughter is heard.”7 Workers shared stories of having suffered from cancer, miscarriages, or other personal crises and were given no time to recover.8

			Is this lack of empathy the “new normal” in a highly competitive economy, or is a company that tolerates such practices doomed in the highly competitive hiring market? If 60 percent of millennials leave their jobs within three years9 and if the cost of replacement and retraining is rising, how can we incite people to stay in one place for an extended period of time? It’s certainly not by abusing them. Yet at the same time, Amazon’s ascent in a relatively short period of time to the dominate online retailer with a half-trillion dollar market capitalization could not happen if its workplace played ping-pong and drank craft beers all day. Where is the right balance?

			We must learn to treat each other with respect, empathy, trust, and civility—but also embrace the need to recognize that our collective societal work ethic cannot be any further diluted if we expect to remain globally competitive. 

			The Foundation of the Highly Engaged Organization
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			Surely we have advanced as a society where workers are no longer to be treated as “replaceable cogs in a machine,” but at the same time, the pendulum may have swung too far at many companies that are unable to take action when their workers fall below acceptable levels of productivity. Leaders should focus on trust, transparency, consistency, loyalty, and supportiveness of a life outside the workplace as their top priorities.

			Companies that foster and reward camaraderie among colleagues, respect at all levels, and genuine pride in all aspects of the work will retain employees longer and foster engagement that is more sustainable. Cultures are designed to bring out the best in a diverse group of people—and then inspire them to work with each other based on a foundation of empathy, trusted relationships, and shared values. Old-school companies that treat people as disposable are vulnerable to increasing levels of disengagement and dysfunction. Companies that serve as case studies of organizations that have mastered these cultural undertones include large retailers like Nordstrom. In the tech world, Google has surmounted corporate competitors in a short lifespan by providing employees with a slew of benefits—from gourmet meals on-site, to fitness centers and other tangible assets, to instilling more intangible cultural norms such as the sharing of quarterly reports by the CEO with all “Googlers.” Employees who are engaged want to feel like they’re more than just part of a team; they want to feel instrumental in the purpose of the company.

			North Carolina-based packaging company, Wilton Connor Packaging LLC, also has a slew of employee services ranging from a laundry service at work for a nominal fee to coordinating and providing carpooling services, as well as offering English-language courses for a diverse workforce—all of which are a part of what the company believes is a part of “reciprocal investing” in order to ease the burden of everyday tasks for employees. 

			The monetary investment is slight, and the benefits of productivity have been vast. DELSTAR is an Arizona-based company that uses the same theory behind investing in employees that’s illustrated by the employers mentioned above, but instead of additional perks, the company focuses on substantial training for employees. The courses go beyond technical training and teach additional job skills and life skills as well.

			
THE FIRST FOUR MILLENNIAL IMPACT REPORTS (2010 TO 2013) have given organizations, causes, leaders, fundraisers, and individuals around the world better insight into the next generation of volunteers, donors, and advocates. Since 2009, the Millennial Impact Project has focused on millennials’ preferences when engaging with causes. By allowing millennials to describe how they wish to give to and help causes, organizations have been better able to reach them.

			Throughout the first four years of the Millennial Impact Project, the following trends emerged and evolved:

			
					Millennials engage with causes to help other people, not institutions.

					Millennials support issues rather than organizations.

					Millennials prefer to perform smaller actions before fully committing to a cause.

					Millennials are influenced by the decisions and behaviors of their peers.

					Millennials treat all their assets (time, money, network) as having equal value.

					Millennials need to experience an organization’s work without having to be on site.10


			

			Time to Hug a Millennial?

			Millennials are the generation born between 1980 and 2000. There are eighty million-plus millennials, and they will soon be the largest segment of our workforce. The perceptions of this segment of the population vary, but here are some facts based on hundreds of recent studies:

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Perception

						
							
							reality

						
					

					
							
							Millennials are lazy and uneducated.

						
							
							Millennials are the most educated, most diverse, and most team-oriented segment of our workforce.

						
					

					
							
							Millennials are money-hungry and demand empowerment.

						
							
							Millennials value collaboration and personal fulfillment above almost anything else.

						
					

					
							
							Millennials don’t listen and don’t take criticism very well.

						
							
							Millennials seek mentoring, meaningful work, and professional development or they will be disengaged or move on.

						
					

					
							
							Millennials are entitled, needy, and constantly need praise.

						
							
							Millennials are hungry to learn but demand access to effective technology to drive efficiency. Technology and project management, in their view, will create more balanced lives and more time for nonwork activities.

						
					

					
							
							Millennials want my job, and they are unwilling to “pay their dues.”

						
							
							Millennials want to learn that a career plan is in place for them, that a succession plan includes them, and that their careers will move at the same pace that the world around them moves.

						
					

				
			

			How can we bridge this gap between reality and perception? How can baby-boomers and millennials peacefully coexist in the workplace and commit to more engaged working relationships to drive productivity? How can a generation focused on its advancement and a generation focused on its retirement work better together?

			Software, Surveys, and Other Tools in the Modern Workplace

			In the war for talent and with declining levels of engagement, many companies are turning to surveys, sentiment-analysis software, and other data-gathering tools to foster loyalty and retention and to uncover why engagement is on the decline. Our era of big data and data mining has led to many companies such as Intel, IBM, Twitter, and others using technology tools to gauge how employees feel about reward and recognition, culture, diversity efforts, prospects for advancement, and levels of engagement. Sifting through all of the data and survey results are human-resources (HR) professionals in search of the keys to the retention-and-engagement castle. The most important aspect of these tools is understanding the disconnect between what employers say and what they really mean and/or share with their friends in confidence.

			Approaches vary widely, but at Intel, for example, the company surveys its 106,000 employees on an annual basis to help measure its organizational health, execution of strategy, and levels of employee engagement and satisfaction. But with more than fifty thousand hand written comments on the surveys, the sheer volume of the data currently trumps the usefulness of the knowledge to be drawn from the survey results. Some aspects of the sentiment-analysis software attempt to look at patterns to determine what can be addressed or improved and to drill deeper into what employees are really trying to convey beyond the mere words in their responses. Using more open-ended questions and fewer multiple-choice, survey-style questionnaires forces employees to express themselves and avoids boredom in the survey process. Trust and confidentiality are key to this process—if employees feel that their responses are being shared beyond the scope of their comfort level, or even used against them, nobody will answer with candor or transparency. In other cases, monitoring social-media posts is more effective, such as IBM’s Enterprise Social Pulse. In some cases, social-media posts were more reliable and more insightful than even the most advanced survey tools, which tend to miss situational analysis, humor, sarcasm, and other human emotions that may directly or indirectly influence levels of engagement.

			Lessons from The Clash

			
“Should I stay or should I go now? If I leave there will be trouble. And if I stay it will be double.”

			—The Clash

			Why do people stay, and why do they leave? Are the disengaged always that way, or can a new verve and a new leader and team reignite a spark of productivity and engagement? Leaders must embrace one fact: talented and engaged people stay with one company out of mutual respect and loyalty, driven by one of the following key variables:

			
					Engaged workers perceive that they are paid well relative to their efforts and market conditions.

					Engaged workers feel appreciated and trusted.

					Engaged workers feel that their voice is heard.

					Engaged workers perceive concrete perks for advancement.

					Engaged workers feel that they are involved in decision making and influencing their futures.

					Engaged workers have access to education, learning, coaches, and mentors.

					Engaged workers are challenged to take things to the next level by their peers and leaders.

			

			
Chapter 2

			
Disengagement as an Issue of Leadership and Governance

			“Management is about persuading people to do things they do not want to do, while leadership is about inspiring people to do things they never thought they could. “

			—Steve Jobs, cofounder and visionary, Apple

			“With leadership, you make a decision every day about whether you choose to follow someone. And you make it in your heart, not your head. The ability to inspire followership is so different than management, and it requires transparency, authenticity, vulnerability, and all things that are completely unnatural to you when you are trying to build and achieve and accomplish. We’re all going to make mistakes. The question is how are we going to recover when we make them, and are we going to be respectful to others when we make them?”

			—Walt Bettinger, CEO, Charles Schwab Corporation

			Let’s be honest—leadership and governance is not as easy as it used to be. The days of the expansive, mahogany-filled corner office with fine whisky and contraband cigars—nobody looking over your shoulder or hyperquestioning your decisions—are long gone. Those days have evolved into transparent governance, multiple levels of shareholder and stakeholder activism, wage disparity protests and regulations, social-media empowerment, and overall societal democratization. Today’s workplace is filled with highly matrixed and networked organizational charts with fuzzy-at-best roles and responsibilities, and with distracted baby boomers and disengaged millennials. High turnover rates and even higher employee-replacement costs, as well as an increasingly mobile workforce and rapid changes in markets and business models, are the new norm. Blurred lines between home and the workplace lead many to question whether a work-life balance is really attainable. And the microscopes that leaders live under these days are among the issues contributing to keeping leaders up at night, and to all crises being played at a very public and transparent stage.

			Leaders today face the need to forge a delicate balance between confidence and vulnerability. Leaders must express hope and optimism to get acceptable levels of engagement back on track. It is nearly impossible to ask an employee to be passionate about a company whose own leaders are disconnected and apathetic. At the same time, employees expect humility and transparency. In a February 4, 2016, interview with The New York Times entitled “You’ve Got to Open Up to Move Up,” Walt Bettinger, CEO of the Charles Schwab Corporation, discussed the importance of the traits of humility, candor, vulnerability, and accountability as being the most important aspects of engaged leadership. Bettinger said, “It was more important than anything to share with people the great failures in my life as opposed to the successes.”11 Sharing failures and concerns builds trust and mutual rapport.

			Rising Distrust of Corporate Leadership and Enhanced Transparency Efforts

			In 2015, our federal government promulgated a controversial new rule requiring companies to disclose the pay gap between rank-and-file employees and the chief executive. Some companies already reveal such pay-ratio information. In March, Noble Energy, Inc. disclosed that former CEO Charles Davidson made eighty-two times more than the median employee, who took home $103,500 in direct compensation in 2014. In contrast, Mr. Davidson made $8.5 million in direct compensation. The new rule requires companies to disclose median-worker pay—and compare it with the CEO’s compensation. Supporters of the pay-ratio rule say the new disclosure requirement could pressure corporate boards at firms with large pay gaps to rein in CEO raises. The practice of disclosing this information could lead to greater engagement and wage parity—but it also may lead to frustration and resentment over the relationship of work to appropriate levels of reward.

			Taking Back Control

			What’s a leader to do? Throw in the towel and find a nice condo in Costa Rica? Or evolve, adapt, inspire, and embrace these challenges to make sure that culture is aligned, that resilient business models are durable and profitable, and that growth is steady and strategic? For the good of our economy and our future, I hope that it is the latter course of action.

			Board members and corporate leaders are stewards over the assets of the enterprise. These assets include traditional categories such as inventory, computers, real estate, and equipment.  But in today’s digital economy, the three most critical assets are:

			
					intangible assets

					human assets 

					financial assets

			

			In my book, Harvesting Intangible Assets, I discussed the consequences to a company if its leaders fail to understand how to harvest its most precious strategic intangible assets. In my book, Essays On Governance, I discussed the financial crisis that led to the passage of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002, which created some of the laws and practices that help ensure that a board properly oversees the management of the cash flow and other financial assets of a company. Absent from these discussions, however, is the board and executive’s fiduciary role to properly manage and harvest the human assets of the company. An underengaged workforce can never be a driver of long-term strategic shareholder value in the same way that an overweight, unmotivated jockey will never guide a racehorse to win the Triple Crown. Boards and company leaders have a responsibility to create and foster cultures of innovation, engagement, and profitability, yet they often focus on only one or two of these with any real commitment. We can study financial statements until we are blue in the face, but if we refuse to dig deeper to get to the core of the culture of the company, its systems and strategies for fostering engagement and empowerment, and its rewards mechanisms for encouraging the right behaviors, then I would argue that the board’s role as a steward has not been satisfied.

			The crisis of engagement cannot be approached casually. The aggregate costs in the United States of highly disengaged and stressed workers is well into the trillions of dollars—and has been estimated to dilute up to 15 percent of our annual GDP. Leaders must focus on fostering an engaged and productive workplace culture, or the consequences will be irreversible.

			The Engagement “Hot Potato”

			Remember playing the children’s game of “hot potato?” You threw the ball around a circle until the teacher blew the whistle. Whoever had the ball when the whistle was blown left the circle. The goal was to get one ball (“the potato”) thrown to the next person as quickly as possible to eventually be the last person remaining. Corporate responsibility for increasing engagement seems to be the hot potato today. Boards refuse to recognize cultural challenges as being too far down the food chain in their oversight role.

			Executive leaders will talk a good game about the need for stronger levels of engagement, but then push the responsibility down to the middle-level managers. Well, as it turns out, the middle-level managers are not reliable sources for fostering engagement—because they themselves are disengaged. In Gallup’s recent study, only 31.5 percent of employees were self-described as “engaged,” 51 percent were not engaged, and 17.5 percent were “actively disengaged.”12 Only a small handful described themselves as “actively engaged.” Gallup goes on to share that disengaged managers cost US companies nearly $100 billion per annum through their impact on those that they manage—and that number spikes to more than $400 billion when you factor in the impact of highly disengaged managers. The “cascade effect” directly impacts employee-turnover rates (more than one out of two employees have left a job to escape a bad manager) as well as rates of productivity, focus, safety, innovation, creativity, and collaboration.13

			So who will be accountable for improving engagement? Which organizations and companies will reward their managers for being engaged and for fostering engagement? Who can be responsible for reporting to the board on the overall levels of engagement and the strength of the culture? Every organization today must appoint, empower, and clearly define the role of the chief engagement officer (the other CEO) who can focus on the purpose and the passion of the most valuable asset of the enterprise: its people. No more passing the buck. No more head in the sand. No more hot potato!

			[image: ]

			Healthy leadership with a shared vision of well-communicated values is the key driver of culture. Culture fosters engagement. Engagement is at the heart of collaboration and teamwork. Cooperation and communication among teams drives innovation and combats complacency. Innovation and intrapreneurship maximize shareholder and stakeholder value. Any disconnect or break in this value chain fuels a slow erosion of the fundamental well-being of the enterprise—and that has a ripple effect on all operations of the business.

			To foster greater levels of engagement, leaders must first start with a brutal reexamination of their own management styles. Multiple corporate crises have led to an environment where trust, transparency, and collaboration are expected of leaders at all levels. Humility is in; ego is out. Listening is in; dictating is out. Empathy is in; nonchalance is out. The trend toward “servant leadership” is creating C-suite members who act with humility, listen well, admit their errors, and share the credit with others. The buck starts and stops with them. Executives such as A.G. Lafley of Proctor & Gamble and Tony Thompson of Krispy Kreme Doughnuts embody the notion of servant leadership. Lafley was featured in the October 21, 2015, edition of The Wall Street Journal as emphasizing that today’s leaders who foster and inspire engagement and innovation must embrace humility in order to “listen well, admit errors, and be willing to share the limelight.”14 

			
				
					Empathy is in; nonchalance is out.

				

			

			Leaders in 2016 need to recalibrate expectations and adjust to the new realities of the marketplace and the workspace. Employees must do the same. A new dialogue needs to be established. All companies need to take a hard look at their compensation and reward systems relative to the new realities and establish expectations accordingly. The good old days of “just showing up” and reaping rewards are long gone.

			Presenteeism

			Leaders must directly address the crisis that Peter Farrell, a Harvard Business Review blogger, described recently as “presenteeism”—in other words, physically present at work but mentally absent and apathetic. We cannot expect much productivity or creativity from those who come to work and immediately want to be “anywhere but here” and just try to fly below the radar screen and hope that nobody notices. Leaders could potentially ignore this problem by choice if the percentage of workers who feel this way were a rounding error, but this is nowhere near the reality. In any company or any society where people want increasingly more but do increasingly less, there is a problem—and perhaps a disengagement crisis.
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			Trust

			At the heart of all effective leadership is trust and confidence. In general, people will respond to a leader who shares their values and is trustworthy. The apparent uptick in leaders being greedy or companies entrenched in scandals is what led to the passage of legislation like Sarbanes-Oxley. Dodd-Frank is not helping the engagement crisis, either. A June 2014 Gallup article found that while 96 percent of engaged employees purport to trust their leaders, that number drops significantly—to 46 percent—with disengaged employees, and significantly less than that with highly disengaged employees.

			Where should we focus our efforts to restore trust? Well, first, make sure that your A players are content and beyond poaching or slipping into the 51-percent box. Encourage and reward them to actively get involved in mentoring, succession planning, training, and thought leadership. Support the notion that an organization can never have enough leaders. Motivate them, recognize them, appreciate them, advance them—or lose them, either to another company or, worse, to the pool of the B and C players who swim in the 51-percent pond. For many companies, you are almost better off losing an A player to another opportunity than you are losing him or her internally to a place of apathy and complacency. The overall economy benefits from these A players staying A players—whether working for you or elsewhere. The true challenge lies in converting the B and C players who live in the 51-percent box.

			It is critical to accept the fact that very few, if any, of the 17.5 percent (D and F players) are salvageable. These employees may be either permanently toxic or will remain toxic unless or until they experience a “change in scenery,” and this means you must relieve them of their responsibilities as soon as possible. Be aware that they are in active-recruitment mode and want to increase membership in their 17.5-percent club of discontentment almost as badly as you are trying to increase the pool of the currently 31.5 percent of A and B+ players. Only you as a leader can determine who will win this cultural “tug-of-war.”

			Recalibrating and Correcting the Course

			How and why have we become so rudderless as leaders? Why do we lack the backbone to take decisive action and get rid of this deadwood? Is it the threat of legal action? Or is it the threat of a social-media assault? Is it the threat of workplace violence or the threat of being politically incorrect? Or is it all of these reasons?

			Ask any serious boaters whether they can get to their destination without a rudder, and they will look at you as if you are insane. In the context of governance, a “rudder” is a steering device designed to articulate clearly set goals, a culture designed to achieve them, and a backbone to enforce performance metrics. We want leaders to pick a clear direction—even if we do not agree with it—to avoid stagnation, deadlock, and complacency. Worse yet are leaders we perceive to act like Alice in Alice in Wonderland—essentially apathetic—as to their destination; they burden us with even greater frustration by consuming resources and getting us nowhere.

			When Congress is dysfunctional due to political divisiveness, no progress can be made, and it causes confusion and uncertainty for company leaders and their boards. This ripple effect gets in the way of a leader’s ability to dictate a clear strategy. We end up with a nation run by “Alices” and an economy that remains weak or flat and a workforce that will remain disengaged and unmotivated. We cannot allow this country—or the companies we rely upon to generate tax revenues and create new jobs—to wander aimlessly from one policy to another or one strategic plan to another. Empires have fallen and companies have filed bankruptcy when leaders fall asleep at the switch and rudders are absent or dysfunctional.

			The Engagement of the Board and the Company’s Leaders

			Fear, ignorance, and ambivalence often act as a catalyst for complacency and employee-wide disengagement. Change is curtailed and hard questions are avoided due to concerns over how stakeholders will perceive a corporate strategy under scrutiny. The board of directors plays an important role in acting in concert with the management team to develop a clear strategy—because the board is generally more objective. An effective monitoring system can negate concerns stakeholders have of short-term failure and ensure long-term success. Benchmarks should be established to evaluate results and the strategy adjusted appropriately. The best boaters adjust their rudders as the wind direction changes and the tide turns.

			One of the most essential roles of the board of directors is to weigh in annually on the company’s overall goals and objectives and then hold leaders accountable for the achievement of these plans. Board meetings should be “checkpoints” to measure progress or help navigate through any forks in the road. Boards sit in the same proverbial tree as the Cheshire Cat, providing navigational tools to the executives, but they must never tolerate a response or report which is as rudderless as Alice’s “I don’t know.” 

			Leadership is all about informed decision making based on a window of information, which is often either too early or too late. General Colin Powell had a great “40/70” rule for decision making in contemporary warfare—if he had less than 40 percent of the data he needed to make a decision, it was probably too early to decide; if he had more than 70 percent, it was probably too late. In the context of corporate governance, I would suggest modifying that to a “55/80” rule for decision making in order to protect corporate assets and drive shareholder value.

			Even when a board feels that it has the right amount of information to make a decision that mitigates risks, there should always be the step of skepticism before the step of decisiveness, and the impact on engagement should be highly considered as a key variable. Being decisive is critical (or we wind up like Alice), but boards and leaders need a filtering process that confirms that the right quantity of information and the right level of analysis have, in fact, been gathered. The board needs a devil’s advocate. In other words, when the Cheshire Cat (with its famous mischievous grin) gives its advice, someone even higher up the tree needs to confirm that the board has asked all the right questions. Asking the right questions can help boards better understand the current situation and better position themselves for evaluating future possibilities. The devil’s advocate can be a particular board member, a board committee, or even an outside advisor.
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