










Praise for Fake Work


“Fake Work gets to the heart of what organizations are about, conducting work activities that create real value as defined by an organization’s strategies. It is amazing that despite all the efforts and programs pulled together to improve how organizations operate, leaders and consultants in their exuberance often overlook the most important factor, the work itself. Brent and Gaylan provide a clear and easy-to-read text that illustrates experiences we can all relate to. More important, they provide a road map for how to get out of this conundrum.”


—Curt J. Howes, president, OP Strategies


“Fake Work provides a different view of how to get people having an impact on their organizational goals and results. Using many simple but painfully true and recognizable stories, the book unravels the numerous issues organizations face around having extremely busy and hardworking employees who may not, in many cases, be impacting the bottom line. The good news is Peterson and Nielson lay out deceptively simple but effective steps to resolve this. If you are prepared to get to the root of ensuring everyone is contributing to results, then this is the way to go!”


—Stephen Krempl, president, Krempl Communications International


“I have worked for more than fifty years in the business world, from senior positions in multinational corporations to a wide variety of entrepreneurial ventures, and this seminal work is the first time I have ever seen or even heard of any serious examination of the disconnect between effort expended and work (results) accomplished.


“Following the techniques outlined in the book should appeal to everyone in all kinds of workplaces, whether the home, charitable organizations, or bread-and-butter enterprises. Doing so will align the person’s real work with the organization’s objectives and goals. At that point, the individual’s contribution to the bottom line will be visible, and he or she will enjoy a substantial boost in self-worth and the satisfaction of making a real difference.


“Everyone from the entry-level person through middle management to top management will find this book useful in guiding them to make their work real work, not fake work.”


—LeRoy K. Speirs, National Advisory Council of the Marriott School of Management, Brigham Young University


“As I read Fake Work I became increasingly aware that I was awash in these issues, the mastery of which is required of all successful businesspeople. These were the issues of effectiveness with which Peterson organized and imbued the Center for Entrepreneurship at the Marriott School of Management, as its first director. Fake Work is an intriguing insight into execution issues.”


—Nyal D. McMullin, Saratoga, California


“This book poses interesting questions that challenge commonly used practices in the workplace and takes you through a journey to realize new heights of efficiencies. The concept cuts through culture and is truly an eye-opener.”


—Mohamed Farouk Hafeez, chief executive human resources officer, Americana Group S.A.E., Cairo, Egypt


“Fake Work is an excellent way to describe what I have seen in many organizations during my more than thirty years of management consulting work. Fake Work describes situations that are common on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. I am convinced that you as a reader of this book will be motivated to find ways to stop doing fake work and start doing real work.”


—Håkan Palm, CEO and founder, HåBe Konsultation AB, Stockholm, Sweden


“Fake Work delivers practical and well-proven techniques to identify gaps and fill them with real work. Brent and Gaylan have worked with several multinational companies in Singapore from entertainment to research to manufacturing firms; and all of them have found the principles of fake work to be extremely useful and are still using these principles to track real work! Master the skills of real work at work and at home, and you will have lots of time to play!”


—Tan Bee Wan, Ph.D., chief executive officer, Integrative Learning Corporation Ltd., Singapore


“Are you tired, unchallenged, unfocused, and having no fun in your work? If you are, you are probably suffering from an overdose of fake work. Get this book and learn how to get rid of fake work—it will restore you to a life of energy and purpose. You owe it to yourself, your company, and your family to get rid of fake work once and for all.”


—A. C. Ho, executive consultant, Right Management, Singapore


“When I look around any organization, everyone is very busy, working very hard and staying very late to get work done. When I look at results, somehow there is a mismatch between all the work being done and the results attained. The simplicity of the concepts and applications in Fake Work will help any organization move from fake work to real work, thereby having all of their resources aligned to achieving the same goals. If you are looking for something that is practical and not just hype, take the time to read and apply these concepts.”


—Darryl Wee, chief commercial officer, Nestronics Ltd., Singapore


“Fake Work is a culmination of a wealth of research and experience that have been utilized in identifying and addressing a problem currently endemic to global management: work not aligned with organizational strategies. Fake Work is an apt title for an ingenious concept. Brent Peterson and Gaylan Nielson have developed an approach that is at once practical, simple and efficient to eliminate fake work and the problems associated with it. This book is a must-have for any organization.”




—Tamer M. Badrawi, executive director, Future Generation Foundation, Cairo, Egypt
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FOREWORD


by Stephen R. Covey






THIS IS AN amazing book. And so needed today!


Just consider this story: You’re flying to a business meeting in Chicago. You land on time, go to the car rental place, and rent a car. The person at the desk gives you a map. You find your rental car in the lot and drive off, happily on your way. The problem is, the person at the desk made a mistake and handed you a map of Philadelphia. That was the only source of information that you had. You’re totally lost and utterly confused, so you call your business associate, who is waiting for you at the meeting, and tell him that you can hardly find your way out of the airport. He glibly tells you to try harder, so you double your speed, but now you’re getting increasingly lost twice as fast. You call your associate again in a state of utter discouragement, complaining that you can find no landmark that resembles anything on the map. He senses your negative energy and tells you to think positively. He even gives one of his favorite little speeches about the importance of PMA—Positive Mental Attitude—and sings a few lines of “Your altitude is governed by your attitude” to you. So you start thinking positively and now you don’t care that you’re lost. You’re happy and contented in your lost state. You never really wanted to attend the meeting, anyway.


But the problem had nothing to do with your behavior or with your attitude. It had everything to do with a bad map.


That’s what this book is about. It gives us the right map about work. Now of course, if you have the correct map, then behavior and attitude become important. But until you have a correct map, to change your behavior or to shape up your attitude would be worthless. In almost every field of endeavor, significant break-throughs are break withs: breaks with old ways of thinking, old mental models, in short—bad maps.


Take a moment and consider the following question: What is more central to life than work? Work is the major activity that occupies most of our time every day. Therefore, it is supremely important to get a correct map, or a correct view, of what real work is.


That’s why this book is so valuable, particularly today, when we have moved from the Industrial Age into the Knowledge Worker Age. In the Industrial Age, over 80 percent of the value added to goods and services came from machinery and manual labor, and there was a greater alignment and connection between this kind of work and producing desired results. But in the Knowledge Worker Age, 70 to 80 percent of the value added to goods and services comes from knowledge work—that is, human input, where the connection between such work and desired results has become blurred. In this global, digitized economy, competition is ten times what it was before, and the necessity to avoid fake work and do real work will make all the difference, producing success or failure.


Another reason it’s so important to get a correct map of work is that organizations are currently under tremendous pressure to produce more for less, and yet employees are, for the most part, disempowered or even disallowed from using their capabilities, their intelligence, their talents, and their passion. What a dilemma—pressure to produce more for less yet prevented from using talent! Fake work is deeply demoralizing and disempowering and contributes to the metastasizing emotional cancers of interpersonal conflict, interdepartmental rivalries, hidden agendas, complaining, criticizing, angry contention, and profound cynicism. And people often feel that they’re being victimized by the system or a bad boss or some other corporate bad guy.


Employees today are caught in the activity trap—they’re busy to the hilt but profoundly misaligned with well-thought-through strategies and desired results. In fact, in most cases, even if the strategies are well thought through, they’re not understood down the line. Or if the strategies are understood, most people don’t know how their role connects to those strategic goals. Then the whole world of work revolves around execution gaps. The activity trap becomes institutionalized and enculturated, and eventually many come to assume that this is simply the way things are—they start to accept that most reports are never even looked at, most meetings don’t need to be held, and little by little they become codependent and complicit in maintaining this terribly costly fake reality. Then more and more people complain, criticize, and blame, blame, blame. (This is sometimes called a self-fulfilling prophecy, where you produce the evidence to support your perception.)


I encourage you to seriously study this book; it is so beautifully, sequentially organized into two parts: Part 1, Understanding Fake Work and Its Causes; and Part 2, The Pathways out of Fake Work, and the stories wonderfully represent and illustrate each of the points made in this sequence. If you allow the sequence to have its way with you, as I did, you will have a growing conviction of the difference between fake work and real work. You will also feel excited and energized about fixing the problem.


This fixing process is immensely practical and hands-on, but also fundamentally principle-based, so that you can adapt these principles to most every situation. I’ve had years of involvement in both doing fake work and researching fake work, and I’ve learned from personal experience the sense of satisfaction and fulfillment that comes from doing real work that is aligned with carefully thought through strategic results. The combination of the paradigm of fake and real work and the stories in this book will give you the confidence to resolve and deal with the execution gaps that are so pervasive in most organizations.


Synergy means the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. These two authors have produced a superior, synergistic product on a subject of immense importance. Gaylan Nielson was a senior leader at FranklinCovey at a period when I traveled extensively, so I don’t know him well, but I know of his accomplishments and his work with our consulting group—helping us forge new services and building long-term relationships with our clients with a whole new perspective. That new perspective manifests itself as a fresh angle, a unique, creative contribution to this book and to his work with Brent Peterson in building several companies that have grown into The Work Itself Group. I have known Brent Peterson for many years and believe him to be one of the finest educators I have ever known. The textbooks he has written have been brilliant and well accepted. We have worked together as professors at a university and then as consultants, trainers, researchers, and writers in a marvelous training company. He has served as a real work leader, CEO, entrepreneur, and business owner and developer for many years. There is true synergy in this wonderful book, which I commend to you as being foundational in helping organizations to align and to execute on that which they have strategically decided to be worthy to focus on. This book should be read by leaders, by managers, by trainers and by workers.


I wish you all the best in your study of this new mindset, and acquisition of the new tool set and skill set that enables the movement from the activity trap to both institutionalizing and enculturating real work.















INTRODUCTION


Why Do You Need a Book About Fake Work?






THIS BOOK IS about work—specifically, how to do work that is effective and that leads individuals and organizations to achieve results. Fake work is work that is not targeting or aligned with the strategies and goals of the company. That may seem simple, but we have discovered that at all too many workplaces much of the work that people do doesn’t achieve results. It’s because workplaces are plagued by what we call “fake work”—simply put, work that wastes time and resources, work that drains companies of both dollars and morale.


As consultants for more than twenty years, we have researched the way people conduct work, and the various approaches to work, from the scientific movement through the human-relations movement to the present. While we are products of the human-relations movement, we are making a decisive shift to find the sweet spot between the scientific and the humanistic approach: We care about the people, but the focus on the right work must be recalculated in the equation.


During those years we watched, conducted, and participated in many training and development programs that were meant to make organizations stronger and more productive. And we came to a disturbing conclusion: While development programs, with their emphasis on human interaction, do help people, they tend to contribute little toward the real goals of the organization. Of course, companies and other organizations must treat their people well, but the real question needs to be: What can we do to increase our performance?


The answer: View work with an eye toward results. When individuals, teams, and organizations focus on the work they do, productivity miracles begin to happen. As we began to do our research, with a focus on work, we made an important discovery—much of the hard work people do for their organization does little to link people to the strategies that are intended to help the organization achieve its goals. In fact, our research shows that across all the organizations we have studied, about half the work that people do fails to advance the organizations’ strategies.


We call this ineffective work “fake work.” It might seem important and it is often time-consuming and difficult to complete, but it is not strategically important. We realized that if we could help an organization enable its workers to do more real work—work that is aligned to strategy—then the organization would better execute critical tasks and achieve stronger results.


Our Research and Experience Taught Us to Focus on Work


This book is the culmination of many years of research and a wide range of experience. We have worked with companies large and small, government agencies, nonprofits, schools, and community groups. And in every case, fake work keeps cropping up as a serious foe of productivity and organizational results. We have worked with organizations to develop and implement strategies, to align teams and individuals with those strategies, and to help individuals perform critical tasks regarding the strategies. We have done measurement studies to analyze the true impact of this work on organizational results. To put it simply, we’ve done our home-work—and we’re happy to share our answers with you.


This Book Is for People at Work


We wrote this book for everyone who works—in businesses, government agencies, community groups, even families. And we didn’t focus on a specific audience, such as leaders or managers, because the chain of responsibility for work includes everyone at every level. Though we usually refer to “companies” in this book, we are addressing all organizations where good people are trying to do good work and get valuable results. We know that almost all of those organizations are trying to deliver products and services that serve customers and the broader society.


We have worked at all levels with and for organizations, and we have extraordinary empathy and respect for the enormous commitment and desire to do great things by so many people. And that’s why it’s so painful to see fake work prevent these committed people and organizations from serving their customers as well as they could.


A Story Book


As we’ve lived, observed, and explained the concept of fake work over the past few years, we have collected stories and been inundated with accounts from people who have been bedeviled by fake work at their own jobs. In writing this book, we decided we could best illustrate our points by including a number of their stories. While the accounts vary in many ways, they all illustrate the burden—and the danger—of fake work.


As we share them here, we have used fictional names and changed identifying details of the people and organizations. The stories are used to illustrate the painful failings of individuals and teams. But failures often give direction for future successes, and we hope the anonymous accounts we present here will help you root out the fake work in your own organization.


Our Journeys: Common Roots, Diverse Paths


We both come from rural backgrounds and grew up with a very strong sense of work and its direct link to how people survive. If someone didn’t raise and bale hay, the cows didn’t eat, and they didn’t give milk.


Brent, a professor, has worked with organizations for the past thirty years trying to help them be more successful. For the past ten years he has been on a crusade to teach organizations about strategy, alignment, and execution. He has also owned several successful consulting businesses.


Gaylan, a writer and playwright, backed into the business world—an ignorant and uncomfortable visitor—who saw himself as an outsider. But over time, that very quality became an important aspect of his consulting and his point of view. He has built several companies that have grown into the Work Itself Group, developed with Brent, and has served in many leadership positions.


We hope you enjoy this book—and that it helps you eliminate fake work and move toward real, productive work.















PART 1


Understanding Fake Work and Its Causes
















CHAPTER 1


Fake Work: Building a Road to Nowhere




Joyful is the accumulation of good work.
 

—Buddha








SUPPOSE YOU ARE building a road on a mountainside leading to the site for your new cabin. You have worked for months clearing sagebrush and aspen trees. You’ve moved rocks and filled in roadbed through the exhausting heat, the raging downpours, even early snow. You’ve pushed forward, working from your best understanding of the surveyor’s plans. Your road winds over a dusty hill, cuts through the trees, moves along a rocky ridge, and then—you find yourself looking down from the edge of a cliff.


Fake work looks and feels like that. The building of the road was purposeful. Your effort was admirable. The blood, sweat, and tears you poured into the project were real and your commitment was profound. But none of that really matters! You are still left with a road to nowhere.


So many of us have dedicated weekends and long nights to a project, proposal, or presentation that ended up being canceled, ignored, or dismissed—essentially roads to nowhere—and see all one’s efforts lead to nothing. That is the road to fake work—work that, at the end of long days, weeks, months, or even years, just seems to drop off a cliff.




What Is Real Work and What Is Fake Work?


We spend more than half our lives and a vast percentage of our waking hours going to work, being at work, leaving work, and thinking about work—even when we’re not at work. What we sometimes miss, when we think about work, is outcomes.


Real work, as we define it, is work that is critical and aligned to the key goals and strategies of an organization—any organization, corporation, nonprofit company, government agency, church, school, or family. It is work that is essential for the organization’s short-term and long-term survival.


Fake work, on the other hand, is effort under the illusion of value. Fake work is work that is not targeting or aligned with the strategies and goals of the company. Fake work is what happens when people lose sight of their personal or company goals—whether it’s increasing sales, opening new offices, or designing new products—and what, amid all the work being done, they’re actually doing to achieve those goals. Prime examples of fake work—which drains both the individual and the company—are meaningless paperwork, time-wasting meetings, empty training initiatives, or countless other activities that do nothing to move us toward our objectives, either as individuals or as companies.


Often it is easy to identify fake work, simply because it is so blatantly obvious and stupid. One manager, Ricky, describes one such situation:




PICKED TO WASTE MY TIME


I was put on a committee to study my company’s travel policy. A lot of complaints had surfaced, and employees seemed to have a lot of problems interpreting the policy correctly. But most of us on this committee felt that the real intent of upper management, which put together the committee, was only to validate the current policy, because we had been through the same kind of charade before with other issues.


In the first meeting, Katrina, a committee member, asked, “Does anyone think that we can make any changes, or make any difference at all?” Most of us answered no. Kurt, another coworker, added, “Nothing is going to change, so let’s write up a proposal and get this over with.”


I had been here before. I’m in HR, and last year I was asked to renew our benefits plan and make recommendations on changes. So I wrote up a long analysis and proposed a lot of changes. Then later I learned from a coworker that most of those changes had already been determined. They just wanted to say that they’d asked for my contribution. I knew—most of us knew—that we could write or propose anything, and the leaders would say they had given all the issues due attention and were confident that the current policy was working.


There were a few committee members who felt honored to have a seat at the table. But not me, not most. I just wondered why management would pick me—“honor me”—with a total waste of my time.


But we went ahead and did our work. We reviewed the travel policy and benchmarked it against other company policies. We gathered data and recommended four key changes in the policy that seemed to respond to the criticisms. We filed a report and we presented our recommendations to some key people.


And what do you think happened? Sure enough, a while later, the company leaders announced that, after looking at all the data and reviewing our report, they would make “no changes at this time.” We can’t say we were at all surprised, but we sure were annoyed.





Other times, fake work can be hard, dreadfully hard, to detect, as we will explore in the following chapters. As the next story illustrates, the line between real work and fake work can be thin, but very costly and time-consuming.




ENGINEERING VS. REPORTING




A large engineering firm asked us to pinpoint areas where its engineers and managers could be more productive. Management thought the fault lay with engineers who were not planning and organizing their work effectively. But we discovered a more obvious culprit that was stealing enormous amounts of essential, client-focused work time each week: the lengthy activity reports that the engineers had to write and file.


Management expected a through activity report from each engineer each week. In addition, the engineers were also to file monthly reports. The reports were extensive, averaging about fifteen pages each. In fact, the reports took about four days per month per engineer to prepare. Managers told us the reports were important. We didn’t disagree, but we were concerned. For one thing, we found that most of the content in the weekly and monthly reports was lengthy narrative that was already captured in their daily logs.


We asked several managers if they would show us how they used the engineers’ reports and what important information they disclosed. One manager, Rafael, seemed to represent the other managers well. He pulled a huge stack of reports from his in-box, complaining that he would never get through them.


We asked Rafael to mark, with a yellow highlighter, the parts of the reports he was interested in reading—what was most important. He stopped reading and started hunting for the pertinent information by jumping from the front of the report to the back and then skimmed it over page by page. When we asked what he did with the reports when he was finished, he showed us a huge bookshelf crammed floor to ceiling with past reports.


We then asked him why he read the last page so early. He said, “If anything of value appears in the report, I usually find it in the last few pages.” Then we tried to pinpoint what he was looking for. We reviewed the highlighted content and found that Rafael was looking for three key pieces of information:









	Problems that had to be solved


	Recommendations that managers or others needed to act on to solve the problems


	Conclusions from projects. Something final of importance.







Given that most of the managers had needs quite similar to Rafael’s, we helped the company design a two-page summary that the engineers could file every week, instead of the fifteen-page reports they were currently writing. It had three headings:







	Problems found on ______ project


	Recommendations for action


	Conclusions regarding ______ project







Then we cut out the monthly report entirely because the short summaries gave the managers all the information they needed.


This simple change significantly reduced the time managers spent reviewing the reports. But it was the engineers who saved the most time; their reporting time was reduced by 75 percent, freeing three more days each month for them to do real work. More important, eliminating so many hours of wasteful, fake work on the part of both management and the engineers, added to their enjoyment of the work, helped solve retention issues, and improved overall job satisfaction.





As challenging as it sometimes is to answer, can you afford not to ask yourself the critical question: Am I doing fake work? And once you’ve asked yourself if you’ve fallen into the fake-work trap, other important questions will arise: Are my coworkers doing fake work? Where does fake work begin, and who has the ability to control it? How do leaders affect fake work? How can work teams control the value of their work? What about individuals? Throughout this book, we hope to illuminate these questions and offer meaningful answers. In the process, we will challenge readers to ask the right questions, to understand the issues, and to find their way back from the road to nowhere.


The Changing Nature of Work


Go to a bar, restaurant, hotel, or sporting event on any given night, and you’ll find people checking their work voice mail and reading work-related e-mail on their BlackBerrys or iPhones; you’ll see conference calls happening on commuter trains at 6 a.m.; and in the airport you’ll see people who routinely travel to a faraway city during the day for work and return home at ten p.m., often multiple nights a week. As a culture, we’re defined by our work, and many of us are consumed by doing our jobs all the time. We’re working harder and faster than ever before, and we’re doing it on a 24/7 schedule.


But our research points up a painful fact: All too often the incredibly hard work spent on a project or task is not what needs to be done to meet company goals: It is fake work. The intent is to accomplish good work. The intent is to be responsible. The intent is to be proud of our work. But can you be working hard, with good intentions, with amazing effort, and still be doing fake work? Sadly, yes, and way too often. Much of the reason for this grim reality is found in the fact that work has changed. In fact, the very nature of how we see and measure work has shifted dramatically in a very short time, and we must ensure that we understand real work and fake work in the context of these changes. Plenty has been written about the shift from products to services, from manufacturing to knowledge and information workers, from low use of technology to high use. And each of these shifts makes a huge difference in how we perceive work.


The following is a story shared by Collin, the CEO of a technology consulting firm, in which he takes a mental journey as he walks through his work environment and queries the activities he’s observing.






WHAT IS THIS THING CALLED WORK?


I am walking around our office building and people are busy—very busy. There is a lot of quiet space, and a lot of people are talking on cell phones—possibly to our customers or colleagues around the world. There are lots of people frantically typing on computers. I feel like peeking through the shades of offices and over the cubicle walls to see what is actually happening on those computer screens and eavesdropping on all those cell phone calls. I know we are billing for work, but I don’t know how much is justified—I mean, how much of what we are billing for is real work? How efficient are we? Sometimes I don’t know if work is happening at all. I know I employ good people who are highly involved and very busy. But I don’t know enough about our focus. I don’t know how much of the activity I see is just distraction.


I hear Janice laugh in the distance. Some people talk over their cubicle walls. The concept of work is not the same at all as when I was young. Information is a nebulous concept. Because we get paid for thinking, I am careful not to interrupt, but I am concerned that people don’t know what is truly valuable and critical in our work. I am not sure I have helped make it clear. I am not sure I always know what is valuable and critical myself.


Vincent is at his computer. He answers e-mails, writes e-mails, develops ideas, shares them with his colleague working in Malaysia. He researches the Web. Is it what he—and we—need to be doing? Jared brings me two hundred pages of articles on design that he has reviewed. I didn’t want to discourage him, but there was nothing in those pages that addressed our big issues or served our clients. I don’t know how at-risk we are because I can’t possibly know enough about all this amorphous work and how clients perceive the value. A lot of this activity feels like work. People stay late and come in early. Weekends are not much quieter here, and even then the e-mails keep flowing to me and everyone else. And yet I see work tasks tackled on the weekends evaporating into meaningless discussions. I am guessing that I could change some lives if we could define “critical” and eliminate as much else as possible.





Collin’s ponderings explore the changing nature of work and point to the fact that it is sometimes hard to know if work is being done at all—because banging on the computer or searching the Web has as much potential to be fake work as real. The shift challenges the way we think about and how we see, understand, and measure the effectiveness and relevance of work. Activity alone does not define work’s value. In a manufacturing environment, drilling holes and placing bolts through the holes defines the work, making work and intent easy to connect. Baling hay in a field is easy to see as real work; farmhands are either baling or they’re not.


Collin won’t be able to see whether his company is on track unless he acquires a better understanding of the actual work his employees need to be doing and unless he improves his evaluation skills. Collin is wondering if he has done his job—defining and clarifying the critical elements of his employees’ work. He also wonders if he even knows what those elements are. So if he doubts himself, he has a right to wonder whether others in his company are doing what they need to be doing.


As companies employ more and more remote workers, people working at staggered hours, and people working on research and less product-related work, our view of work must be adjusted. The models for effective management, the measures of success, and our ideas about value have been turned on their heads. The result is that many of us still make the mistake of equating time spent with being truly useful to the company. We routinely run into employees who think they need to be the last one out of the office every night or who try to get involved in every project so that they become “indispensable.” But does that make these people great workers? No. An MIT study suggests that workers put in far more hours at work than is necessary.






Productivity is difficult to measure, and official statistics measure it merely as the Gross Domestic Product adjusted for inflation divided by the total number of hours worked. But if this measure means anything at all, an average worker today needs to work a mere 11 hours per week to produce as much as one working 40 hours per week in 1950. (The data here is from the U.S., but productivity increases in Europe and Japan have been of the same magnitude.) The conclusion is inescapable: a worker should be able to earn the same standard of living as a 1950 worker in only 11 hours per week.1





While many of us realize that we often spend unnecessary time on tasks and projects, it raises a critical question: How many hours do we need to work to accomplish the critical tasks essential to our business? Can we really succeed by working considerably fewer hours than our competitors? A young professional told us the following eye-opening story.




REWARDS FOR THE ILLUSIONS OF WORK


Because we bill for our time, we are rewarded for making twenty-minute tasks into two-hour tasks; we are praised for being up all night, and working long hours means good performance reviews. Our manager said that Carla, my coworker, was really dedicated because she had been online at two in the morning. So I left my instant messenger on all night so it looked like I was online working, and I got praised in our next group meeting. I had been asleep. What the hell! Someone told me that soldiers in Vietnam were told to dig a hole and then fill it in again just so they looked busy during inspections. That’s what my job is like sometimes.




I heard that some business manager said “The 40-hour workweek is dead—welcome to the 60-hour week.” Wow. It took them a while to catch up. This isn’t a new occurrence; it has been an escalating issue for a couple of decades. I think people are less happy, have less time at home, and participate less at home now that we are expected to be working all the time. People are not working efficiently; they take too much time for everything, and they stretch out their work (especially meetings and conference calls). I think this is all about the need to create the illusion of work. If it looks like work, I can bill for it. If I see you are busy, you are fine. But this isn’t real work at all.





We aren’t suggesting that all companies suffer from the issues described above. We’ve observed work that was amazingly efficient and remarkably productive. However, every person, every manager, and every company should ask: How close could we get to an eleven-hour week if we focused just on real, critical work? Then, every company should ask: What additional work should we do that would add value to our company and to our people?


In an ideal workplace, every person would be doing real and valuable work that matters and gets results. Every person would be rewarded for results, not time; and people would prioritize and manage their time to focus on the work of highest value to the company.


Fake Work Is Illusory and Easily Misdiagnosed


Almost everyone has experienced fake work by doing it, seeing it done, and being a victim of it. A common complaint that we hear is that “our company is buried in fake work.” That may well be true. But why? Meetings, e-mail, and endless cell phone time seem like easy targets, but they are not necessarily the culprits—not by themselves.


The changing work environment and the new forms of work developed over the last couple of decades make the issue of identifying fake work even more complex, and we want to explore that complexity. Sometimes, real work and fake work can be exactly the same work—just under different circumstances. So we can’t be dismissive about the subtle and challenging questions required to know the difference.


It’s hard to tell whether the time doing research on the Internet is real work or fake work. Determining whether you’re making a real contribution to your company can also be difficult when you are:




	Working through the 137 e-mails that came in overnight.


	Giving thoughtful analysis to the endless and mind-numbing spreadsheets Accounting left for review.


	Leaving an endless array of voice mails for coworkers or clients.


	Working on the seventh draft of a proposal.


	Attending yet another critical meeting—at least critical in someone’s view.


	Doing a marketing survey and collecting tons of new data.





In the rest of the book, we’ll help you find out what may be burying your company in fake work.


Fake Work Is Misunderstood Because It Feels like Work


Many different people in many different roles are in the great chain of fake work. For individuals, fake work is easily mistaken for what you ought to be doing—and what you want to be doing—because it generally looks and feels like real and purposeful work. Working hard is not a barometer of fake work, so you may not even see that you are building a road to nowhere. Sometimes you fail to recognize your work as fake. Sometimes you do fake work because you were told to do it. Sometimes fake work is what you’re rewarded for doing.


Doing fake work is not necessarily an indication of incompetence, inability, procrastination, or other things that make our work environments ineffective. Fake work occurs when you are not focusing on the work that will move your company forward, and it can show up in many different ways. Some common signs that the road you are building is leading nowhere:




	You don’t really know the strategies of your company and the things that are most important for the whole company to accomplish.


	You’re unable to clearly connect those strategies to what you are doing.


	You are simply ignorant about the importance of your work.


	Your hard work is not getting results that matter.


	You hold meetings without a clear purpose and invite a bunch of people to share in the waste of time.


	You send e-mails daily to a huge distribution list of coworkers without considering whether they need the information.


	You hold offsite meetings that provide distraction, not value.


	You initiate projects that suck up time and are killed for lack of interest.


	You don’t follow through on plans to implement needed changes, or you undermine such plans.


	You work on a report that you know nobody will read.


	You assign a report and then ignore it when it’s completed.


	You require paperwork because, well, everybody has to do paperwork.


	You write proposals that are seen as an important aspect of the selling process, but they don’t lead to an increase in sales.


	You set up a training program that is a lot of fun, is very interesting, and gets great reviews, but the program has no support from management because it doesn’t really make a difference to the business.





That is a very short list for a very big problem. Fake work is everywhere. While you may recognize it, it is mired in the complex web of companies, teams, and individuals who don’t understand what it is, choose to ignore it, or don’t know how to get out of it. It cascades down from managers. It percolates up from teams engaging in fake work that requires attention from others to resolve. Few can escape it. Some are trapped in its claws. It runs the gamut from an annoying nuisance to an insidious and cancerous attack on productivity, effectiveness, and viability.


Fake Work Thrives When We Don’t Analyze the Value of Work


So why are people doing work that is clearly fake? Is it because they are stuck in their traditional ways of working? Is it because management needs to keep people busy? Yes! And those are just a few of the neglectful practices that aid fake work.


Fake work thrives where old, outdated processes hang on. It thrives when companies do not clearly articulate the results they need. And it thrives when you and your managers aren’t asking whether you are doing fake work.


Companies set expectations, write job descriptions, and review performances that actually promote fake work, which means that you can easily follow directions, complete your assignments, and get promotions—while spending most of your time on fake work. But in the end, people feel the fakeness. Your colleagues know it. You know it, too. You aren’t succeeding and neither is your team. The people doing fake work are often at least vaguely aware of the problems that are plaguing the company.


Many Habitual Practices Create Fake Work


The workplace is filled with tradition, precedent, and habit. These are often the harbors of fake work because they institutionalize bad practices. The following account describes employees of a company who are causing some of their own fake work, but they are probably victims of an outdated practice as well. This large service company hired Carl, a colleague of ours, to help them increase sales. Here’s Carl’s story:






WRITING PROPOSALS AND SELLING ARE NOT THE SAME THING


I was hired by a new division of a large Fortune 1000 company. Rewards were generous and were a great recruiting tool for eager young salespeople. The employees were eager and aggressive. But performance was subpar and turnover was remarkably high.


The salespeople responded to over 2,000 RFPs (requests for proposals) each year, which is extraordinary for any business. They won about 5 percent of the bids, or about a hundred. Due to the size of the resulting contracts, the company was surviving, but on very thin margins. Sales managers were in a quandary.


I looked at all the data and talked to every manager and every salesperson. Then I focused on the proposal process—especially the number of proposals the sales team was drafting. I asked some simple questions:







	Why so many?


	Had they analyzed the losses?


	How strategically focused were the RFPs they were responding to?


	How strategic were the ones they were winning?


	What would the financial outcome be if the company submitted only half as many proposals but won 10 percent of the bids because they focused strategically and prioritized opportunities? (They liked that question.)







I suggested they should cut down on the proposals and work to increase the win ratio because they could see extraordinary financial benefits just by reducing workload alone. I also suggested scoring the proposals on a scale to develop a “go or no-go” strategy for responding to the RFPs to ensure they were working on the most valuable opportunities. Sales managers felt that was a big risk and that without 2,000 bids they couldn’t maintain their sales goals.


I analyzed the overall burden of the proposal process on the sales team and the management team. The biggest problem was that management focused on the wins, which they celebrated and rewarded generously. They paid little attention to the losses because, well, they didn’t have time. Up to 60 percent of the sales team’s time was spent on writing proposals—95 percent of which led nowhere.


We learned that they probably had no chance of winning about 30 percent of the bids. Potential clients were using them to justify going with another offer—but in what would appear to be an “open” bid. Another 20 percent of the bids weren’t worth winning because they would cause serious delivery problems.


The salespeople were trying to force themselves into sales opportunities. And they weren’t facing the fact that proposals don’t sell anything. They needed to focus on client relationships. Their writing time was stealing the relationship time.


Ultimately, we agreed that their goal would be to submit about 580 proposals with a goal to win over 40 percent—or about 235. This would allow them to dramatically increase revenue and decrease unproductive work. Also, winning more with less investment means they would have more money to put into salespeople or on the bottom line.


After months of work, they shifted the sales model, changed the focus to relationship-building, started retraining salespeople, created a bid process that analyzed the value of every RFP, and stopped writing proposals to bid on most of them. Salespeople had to win the right to propose and to dedicate resources to the effort.


One last note: When I looked at why the turnover had been so high, the exit interviews showed that sales professionals had thought the proposal process was stupid and overwhelming and that the rewards, regardless of how high, couldn’t make up for the pressure and the senselessness of the workload.







Notice how hard people in Carl’s story were working and with such good intent. Consider how much time they must have sacrificed to be effective, responsible employees. The company had, somewhere in the process, decided to ignore the aching concern about fake work. The executives had failed to understand the real goals—improving sales by providing the best products that truly served their clients’ needs. Instead, they had translated it into the idea that more selling is better selling (more work equals productive work). Of course, this is wrong, but not always easy to see.


Fake Work Negatively Influences Employees and Companies


In the previous example, fake work had serious consequences for both the salespeople and the business as a whole. They were leaving not because of lack of rewards, but because of faulty practices. Our research indicates that 87 percent of workers are not satisfied with the results of their work at the end of most weeks. The gap between real work and fake work is tangible and measurable—and it is the difference between success and failure. Many companies that were once flexible, interesting, and exciting places to work have become disenfranchised, meaningless, bureaucratic morasses that hinder innovation, suck the life force out of people, and produce lots of unprofitable fake work. They’ve become places where nothing of value seems to get done, and everyone seems to sense it.


Our research shows that no one wants to be doing fake work. (Okay, there may be a few exceptions, but not as many as some cartoons would suggest.) What most of us want is to feel that we’re making positive contributions to actual company accomplishments. But not many of us feel we’re there. We have found that:




	87 percent of workers are not satisfied with the results of their work.


	81 percent of workers do not feel strongly committed to their company’s top priorities.


	68 percent of workers do not feel that their work group goals are translated into real-work tasks.


	Only 52 percent of workers feel they are held accountable for fulfilling their commitments on time.


	54 percent of all workers feel they have more creativity, resourcefulness, talent, and intelligence than their job requires or allows.


	53 percent of workers think that the work they do doesn’t count for anything.







Statistics like these paint a dispiriting portrait of the individual workers responsible for driving the global economy we’re all a part of. And if you look at the company cultures these workers are a part of, the view isn’t much better. We have found that:




	56 percent of workers don’t clearly understand their company’s most important goals.


	73 percent of workers don’t think their company’s goals are translated into specific work they can execute.


	70 percent of workers don’t routinely plan how to support agreed-upon goals and tasks in their work groups.





These statistics tell you how and why fake work is infiltrating every work environment—even the best of them. Whether you look at work from the individual’s or the company’s perspective, what you see is not a pretty—or productive—picture. It isn’t that people don’t work hard enough; they just don’t feel their hard work makes much of a difference to their company. Often they tell us their work is not focused on company strategies. They say they don’t know what those strategies are. Our research suggests they’re right on all counts.


When we ask about the strategic relevance of their work, individuals typically respond, “What company strategy?” Or they answer, “The strategic work happens in someone else’s department, not in mine.”


The simple truth is that if people don’t know how and why what they do supports their company’s strategies, it doesn’t matter how hard they work, because their work doesn’t connect them to the results that really count.


Fake work erodes one’s quality of life and, therefore, a person’s devotion and loyalty to any company. When people are assigned a project, wrapped up in a new initiative, or tasked with designing a new marketing campaign only to find out—months later—that all the work they’ve done has been ignored or, worse, thrown away, it’s disheartening and debilitating.
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