
  
    
      
    
  


  Rebel at Work


  How to Innovate and Drive Results When You Aren’t the Boss


  Natalie Neelan


  Copyright


  Diversion Books
 A Division of Diversion Publishing Corp.
 443 Park Avenue South, Suite 1004
 New York, NY 10016
 www.DiversionBooks.com


  Copyright © 2018 by Natalie Neelan
 All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.
 No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission of Straightline Innovation. Requests for permission to make copies of any part of the work should be submitted to Diversion Books.


  The material in the book cannot substitute for professional advice; further, the author is not liable if the reader relied on the material and was financially damaged in some way.


  Different names have been used in reporting individual’s feedback throughout the book. All efforts have been made to eliminate specifics that may unintentionally reveal the source.


  For more information, email info@diversionbooks.com


  First Diversion Books edition June 2018
 ISBN: 978-1-63576-398-0


   


  This book is dedicated to my dysfunctional family. ;)


  Preface


  In American business culture, the emphasis placed by leaders and lower-level employees about how to cooperate doesn’t seem to be nearly as important as how to dominate. It’s time to change that. There is nothing wrong with healthy competition. But when people are competing for themselves over the benefit of one’s team, you don’t have collaboration, you have dysfunction.


  No one should have to endure working in a dysfunctional environment just to pay the bills. It isn’t enough to survive at work, accepting that we are powerless to change the status quo. New tools and mindsets are necessary to alter the course.


  I am not a culture expert. I am not a paid speaker. I am a frustrated Rebel of the status quo who has a message to share. I want you to refine the concepts I put forth in this book and then build upon them. Take what you like and throw out what you don’t.


  I did not write this book for money. I wrote this book for you—a hard worker who is treated like a minion in a company where self-serving behavior and wheel spinning is crushing your spirit. I wrote this for anyone who is tired of banging their heads up against the same brick wall trying to advance their careers. I wrote this because books like this don’t exist, and we, the “minions,” need to find a way to feel proud of our contribution to the world.


  From a moral and ethical perspective, I wrote this book to encourage us to stop and reconsider the profit-at-all-cost-related decisions we make at work every day. It is one thing to create value for a customer; it is another thing to hold customers over a barrel for every penny that can be plucked from their pockets. It’s one thing to employ people to work toward the goals of the company. It is another thing when those employees are treated as disposable or as cost to be cut to maximize shareholder value.


  I wanted to see if I could channel the negative feelings that develop from working in dysfunctional environments into something more positive. I wanted to see if I could create solutions to accelerate the adoption of change in risk-resistant cultures. There had to be a solution for the interactions that make our souls sick.


  Are you burnt out trying to do your job because of the negativity of your workplace? Do you feel held back because of people and their agendas? Are you meant to contribute to the world in a much more meaningful way?


  If so, read on. You are about to permanently transform the way you look at your colleagues, your contributions, and your ability to change the world for the better.


  
    
CHAPTER 1.
Do You Even Know What You Are up Against at Work?


    I used to work for a fantastic company. We were encouraged to work cross-functionally. Now they call it “matrix” or “lattice” or “cross-collaboration.” Back then, it was called working as a team.


    Everyone was treated with respect for the value that they could deliver to the business. It had nothing to do with a title. Everyone’s role contributed to the collective success of the company.


    The level of trust was high throughout the organization because of the belief our leaders had in us. When an SVP introduced us to a business contact, there was a transference of trust. Confidence compounded with each new introduction and made business enjoyable.


    Our leaders would allow us to solve both big and small problems. It was okay if potential solutions failed. That was the way we would learn, both about the issue and the way we were approaching our solution. We rose to the challenge and figured out a solution together. Ideas were never stifled because new ideas were the growth engine of the business.


    Solving the puzzle of how to create value for our customers was the reward. Our satisfaction came from the mental challenge of cracking the code. The cooperative approach took competitiveness out of the mix. We enlisted the help of our peers and competed against the goals we set for ourselves. We were all successful because we shared a sense of purpose. We didn’t need a financial incentive (although it was nice).


    Tim, an associate merchant at a clothing retailer, had a similar experience. “I have worked on great teams in the past. It reminded me of playing on great sports teams in my youth. We all trusted each other and looked out for each other. We picked each other up when we made mistakes or needed help. We all worked for the same common goal and kept it in mind at all times. We had each other’s backs and always came to a stout resolution. Fighting and bickering was minimal, and there was no politicking or nonsense.” 


    I was happy writing about my old company. It brought back memories of fun times and some of the best leadership lessons of my life.


    When you work within a company like this, count your lucky stars. You are one of the fortunate who feels supported and appreciated. In turn, you can take that positive energy to encourage others to be their best too. Great cultures do exist because of people like you. The lessons in this book will propel you and your team to even greater success.


    If you don’t work in a functional company like this, you will want to keep reading as well. I recognize your invisible scars from banging your head up against that corporate brick wall. We are bonded because of our common battles against the status quo.


    I know a new way to survive and thrive in a dysfunctional culture that is less stressful and gets results. Follow me.


    Workplace Stress Has Very High Costs


    Today, companies are wildly profitable, but employees work harder than ever. Workplace stress is responsible for up to $190B in annual U.S. healthcare costs. Employees work with formidable bosses, stressed out coworkers, and job insecurity daily.


    Would you believe that workplace depression and PTSD are actual diagnoses from work-related stress? What’s worse is that workplace stressors don’t necessarily have to impact an employee directly. The toll of witnessing others being bullied or watching the leaders of an organization bend the rules results in the same sick feelings amongst employees—second-hand stress.


    Dysfunction also affects another critical aspect of a company—the quality of its products and services.


    “In a 2015 study published in the Journal of Pediatrics, twenty-four teams of doctors and nurses specializing in neonatal intensive care at four hospitals in Israel participated in a simulation that involved a preterm infant (a mannequin) suffering from a medical complication. The teams were randomly assigned to receive rude treatment—an ‘expert’ from the U.S. made disparaging remarks, suggesting that they ‘wouldn’t last a week’ in his department—or neutral treatment.


    ‘The results were scary,’ says Dr. Erez. ‘The teams exposed to rudeness gave the wrong diagnosis, didn’t resuscitate or ventilate appropriately, didn’t communicate well, gave the wrong medications and made other serious mistakes.’”[1]



    We all need to feel safe and useful to our teams at work. But when members of that team put us down, or ignore us (or others), our thoughts turn from the work at hand to the actions of the person making us feel terrible. It’s all we can think of. We rehash our negative experience with the offending party and project what our future interactions—with them, and with others—will look like. The negative feelings cycling inside our mind create a ripple effect with those we engage with during the course of our day. When we are on edge, our negative energy rubs off on our colleagues.


    People who are on power trips, or do the least amount of work possible, impact productivity and morale. Ultimately, people end up paying to work in corporate America with their physical and mental health. The overall spending, for companies and individuals, on mental, emotional, and physical healthcare skyrockets.


    The Truth About Corporate Inertia


    Corporate inertia describes companies that have become complacent in their business methods and just cruise along.


    There are two types of corporate inertia:


    
	Companies with few competitors and a limited churn of customers


    	Companies with many competitors and a high churn of customers




    Whether your corporate treadmill runs on a low setting or a high setting, the constant mile per hour pace is the inertia.


    Few Competitors and Limited Churn of Customers


    Consumers trust the big brands. Household names equal trust, which is transferred from generation to generation. When a company with few competitors and low customer turnover is entrenched in the existing way of doing business, there is no sense of “hurry up” to create new value. There is no need to rush or change anything because politics trump productivity. Busy work is the norm, and the bureaucracy sustains the mediocrity.


    Kevin, a partner in a large consultancy, said, “Complacency is rampant in corporate America. Just about anyone that has spent any amount of time ‘within the walls’ has seen this first hand. Overinflated, mature companies. They are breeding grounds for this type of behavior.” 


    Companies grew, and continue to grow, to be so big that employees play it safe. They operate under the mindset that they just need to maintain what they do every day, plus enough to earn their raise and bonus. Employees focus on incremental add-ons to meet the objectives of contributing to the growth of the department. But they’re careful not to exceed those objectives, lest their goals next year require more effort to attain.


    The mission for individual employees is not to screw up in these large companies. This avoidance of doing their very best translates into the entire organization striving to achieve the status quo.


    Many Competitors and a High Churn of Customers


    When your company has many competitors, with customers who abandon ship thanks to lower prices or novelty, you simply trade accounts with those competitors.


    Your team may have worked overtime to acquire a company from your competitor this year. A huge win. But you probably lost a customer to them as well. Don’t worry, you can trade again next month or next year.


    This is another form of corporate inertia. No matter how difficult it is to secure a customer, you end up running as hard as you can to stay in place, year over year. You lose them as fast as you sign them, working that extra 3 percent to satisfy the shareholders.


    When there are losses in a highly competitive industry with a high churn of customers, the answer from leadership is, “Push the employees harder.” Losses in these types of companies are typically managed month to month or by the quarter. The focus is always reactionary based on the numbers of the day.


    Marc, a help desk administrator, explains, “The workload exceeds the capacity of employees. We all sacrifice family time, our health, we are all on anti-anxiety meds, and we work weekends to meet service level agreements. Management is aware of all of this and has stated that there will be no changes.” 


    When company demands are extraordinary, the direction at the department level changes almost daily. These changes create uncertainty and fear. Fear of losing one’s employment, or goals doubling, layer onto an already stressful day-to-day job. “Do more with less,” is the company mantra. Work overtime, for free.


    Mary, a claims adjuster, told me, “Management doubled their number of staff while us underlings were told that we could have our title elevated. The elevated title means more work and more responsibility, but they will not compensate us for it because they are trying to ‘do more with less.’ We are gouging our customers with price increases, and our executive leaders are getting millions in bonuses. There is something seriously wrong. We don’t have a real voice in stopping management from doing this stuff. It all falls on deaf ears.”


    When people feel the pressure to meet goals no matter what, they cut corners and try to max out opportunities, ethical or not. The mission for individual employees is to survive today and deal with tomorrow later.


    Dysfunctional Inertial Hybrid


    In many companies, you have both scenarios at various levels of the organization and in different departments. Perhaps there is no sense of “hurry up” on the top, and panic and chaos on the bottom. Or vice versa. Also, different departments of coworkers can demonstrate these hybrid qualities.


    Nothing changes if bonuses are paid. Corporate inertia floats the boat. But don’t worry. Your competition rides on the current of inertia too. It is the American corporate treadmill.


    In a dysfunctional environment, you can fall into despair expecting nothing to change. Others’ acceptance of this inertia intensifies how you feel. Inertia is an infection inside of a company. Once people witness inertia, it has the potential to become a chronic condition. Some seek to control it by exercising power. Some attempt to pass the buck and just avoid challenging work because they can.


    Adopting “best practices” means that people don’t think of new solutions for themselves. They don’t have to think. Someone already did the thinking for them. We follow this derivative reasoning blindly, rising to the level of industry mediocrity.


    Here is the thing that is horrible about inertia—it kills thinking. It kills organic growth. For individuals, it destroys the feeling of creating something meaningful and feeling fulfilled. Inertia ruins a person’s sense of purpose.


    The Big Delusion


    Lots of corporate leaders claim that they want to be on the “cutting edge,” that they want to “disrupt.” But, the corporate machine likes conformity, trade secrets, efficiency, matching results to forecasts using Six Sigma efficiencies, and “doing more with less” to improve profit margins. They want the success without the risks and work that is required to evolve.


    As a result, to convince the people who hold positional power over you to do things in a new way isn’t a happy experience. It is a grinding, protracted battle.


    This nature of wanting conformity and needing change are two conflicting approaches that are at odds from the get-go.


    Those Who Get It Done


    Who is driving the change in the great companies of the world?


    Rebels. Rebels like you.


    You rebel against corporate inertia. You resist against the status quo. Passionate Rebels like you who want to change things for the better are immune to the inertia contagion. You see the purpose of putting your mind to the task to find new ways to solve challenging problems. You aren’t afraid to fail and learn from mistakes when seeking a better way forward. You aren’t afraid to give credit to others when it is their ideas, not yours, that solve the problems. It is people like you who change the inertia.


    Rebels like you don’t relax with groups or communities that seek the safety of business-as-usual. You want to transform business-as-usual. You put the treadmill in motion in a functional company.


    But in a dysfunctional company, your efforts are thwarted. The problem is that you are running uphill, on the treadmill, into a hurricane headwind, with a parachute of conformity trailing behind you.




      [1] Wallace, J. (2017, August 18). The Costs of Workplace Rudeness. Retrieved from Wall Street Journal: https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-costs-of-workplace-rudeness-1503061187

  


  
    
CHAPTER 2.
What You Should Know About Corporate Conformists


    Contributing your personal best brings you fulfillment. That feeling is much more satisfying than any company “perk.” When your work combines with the work of like-minded others, you serve the world. This picture represents a functional company.


    When I address dysfunction, I’m talking about the people inside of your company who hinder your work because of their selfish motivations. Dysfunctional behavior is enacted by people who purposely dismiss your input, fail to involve you, stall on decisions, make rash decisions, or even just fail to do what they are supposed to do. Dysfunctional behaviors derail your progress at work.


    Toxic behavior is more poisonous and more harmful in its effects. Cheating, stealing, scheming, lying, and selfish decisions impact your productivity and disturb you when you see them taking place.


    When these negative behaviors are exhibited by more people in your company than the positive and productive behaviors of Rebels, you have what you might think of as a dysfunctional company culture.


    But it isn’t the company culture in and of itself. It is the 10 percent of dysfunctional individuals who are distributed throughout the company that become the problem. You need to navigate somehow around these folks to get anything accomplished. That navigation requires driving your initiatives when it makes sense and holding your breath when it is dangerous to proceed.


    When a Corporate Conformist is your boss, or bosses of departments that touch your work, you need different approaches to innovating and driving results. However, you also need the same methods for your Corporate Conformist peers or direct reports.


    Advancing ideas inside of a company that is rife with dysfunction created by Corporate Conformists is like scuba diving with sharks with an intermittent oxygen tank.


    A Rational Approach


    We are taught to try to view people through a lens of compassion when observing questionable behaviors; to see things through their eyes. Take for instance a boss who is presenting your work as his own, making it look like you aren’t contributing.


    You may try a rational approach of speaking to him directly, especially if he is impeding your opportunities. That is a mature and sensible solution. But, with some people, a healthy adult approach doesn’t work.


    He may deflect, giving you some lame excuse on why he did what he did, but you know it won’t make a difference. He will continue presenting your work as his own because he sees your work as the result of his brilliance in managing you.


    Or, she may perceive an adult discussion as a challenge to her authority. She bellows and puffs up, telling you that the “accusation” of taking your idea is preposterous and that she has had that thought in her pocket for months. She wields her power over you, enjoying the rush of putting you in your place for even thinking of questioning her actions.


    The real disgrace is that the idea stealers in both cases end up being rewarded. They get away with it. Sometimes there are enough people who complain to a higher up about the person’s negative behaviors. But, the boss might be dysfunctional too. To avoid the conflict inherent in adult conversations, the idea stealer’s dysfunctional boss coordinates a transfer to a different department for the offender. The boss has effectively kicked-the-can to someone else where the idea stealer does the same thing to other unwitting victims. The disease spreads.


    These types of people are part of that 10 percent of dysfunctional individuals who cause problems within a company culture. These folks are peppered throughout all levels of an organization. And they’re not going anywhere. They are a balanced, distributed part of a dysfunctional culture.


    I call these dysfunctional and toxic people: Corporate Conformists.


    What is a Corporate Conformist?


    A Corporate Conformist is a person who thrives in the status quo of a dysfunctional company culture for their selfish gain.


    In a functional company, there are fewer pockets of Corporate Conformists and more Rebels like you.


    In a dysfunctional or toxic environment, there are many more Corporate Conformists who aren’t like you at all.


    There are two types of Corporate Conformists:


    
	Retired in Placers (RIPs)


    	Power Abusers




    Retired in Place (RIP)


    I learned this term from an old school Westinghouse executive: RIPs = Retired in Placers.


    RIPs can do nothing and rely on the power of inertia to reach their goals. They can let other departments cover the slack and capitalize on the annual incentive plans achieved by the company at large.


    RIPs are the folks who take up space at the office. They accept promotions to critical positions of authority at the organization. Then they sit there. For years. They wait out vacancies until they are the only choice for another promotion. By that time, they have the confidence that they can handle the job because they have observed it for so long. What they don’t have is any real passion for what they do.


    RIPs evaluate work through a time and effort lens:


    
	Will this initiative increase the time I spend at work?


    	Will this add more to my existing responsibilities?


    	Can I stretch out my current project, so I don’t have to work on this new initiative?




    They are the people who use the full hour in a meeting thanks to their small talk in the first thirty minutes. Or, they schedule meetings for the sake of having meetings. That way, they have proof about why they can’t take on new work—they are so busy! RIPs direct employees to solve minor, meaningless problems. They frustrate their teams with a general lack of opportunity to work on anything satisfying.


    Kevin, a director of provider relations in a large health insurance company, explained his experiences with RIPs:


    “Risk-averse or complacent management is a miserable situation for those that like to move the needle. Many of us like to see the advancement of our situations so we can progress our value faster. For those that strive for high achievement, having a manager that ‘checks the boxes’ is a terribly difficult situation.”



    An RIP will not be the one to pick up the ball and drive change. They never give concrete answers or make tough decisions. These are the people who wait for others to take the initiative. You hear things like “that’s not my job” or “the business will have to make that decision.”


    Resistance to change is the hallmark of RIPs. RIPs subvert proposed changes by dragging their feet and not putting forth the effort. They say the right things to the higher-ups, but their behavior demonstrates a half-hearted attempt to embrace the change. RIPs know that by putting forth passive resistance to innovative ideas, the change makers will eventually give up.


    For RIPs, not taking any action at all is a choice—a choice of inertia. A choice of maintaining the status quo.


    Your ideas are hatched at the bottom of the food chain. This means for the idea to come to life, the RIP will have to elevate the idea to his boss. That has the potential to make him accountable for the result, which is an uncomfortable position for an RIP. Rebels like you are an overt threat to an RIP’s personal inertia.


    Sometimes they point fingers, saying that their “team,” the minions, can’t pull it off. Sometimes they use “bandwidth” as a reason, knowing that it isn’t the case. Sometimes, they take an out of the blue, two-week vacation.


    Take for instance, Jane. Jane made 150 phone calls during her eight-hour shift on her first day of her new job with a healthcare company. The next morning, her manager told her that she was making too many calls. She instructed Jane to make only thirty-five phone calls for the entire day.


    “I knew I could make so many more calls, but she said that if I do more than thirty-five, I would make the rest of them look bad. I learned later that the average number of calls was thirty-five calls on an eight-hour shift. I could do that in forty-five minutes and take off the rest of the day!”



    Jane was blown away. She felt that her boss and peers were ripping off the company and their customers. Because they were. Jane’s boss was an RIP, sandbagging the numbers to keep it easy-peasy in her department.


    Emmanuel, a president of a Nigerian IT company, explained his experience with RIPs. “There are those who want to do the 9-5 shift along the path of least resistance. They look for the safe harbor and drop anchor.” 


    RIPs are the water that puts out the fire of passion in Rebels like yourself. They’ve got no giddy-up. What’s worse is when you work with an RIP, you find that they add time to all projects that survive their initial resistance.


    The second type of Corporate Conformist is the Power Abuser. It is the Power Abusers that make your work life truly miserable.


    Power Abusers


    Power Abusers want you to submit to their power. That’s it. Their tactics differ, but it is all the same. Submit or else. They want to be in charge. They want you to obey. They want what they want. They have their plan, and you are going to help them get there.


    The more power they get, the more they want, and if they aren’t shown the respect that they think they deserve, you are singled out as enemy number one.


    All the differing labels and dialects to “make people submit” make it harder to tackle power abuse. Whether it is mansplaining, bullying, discrimination, or harassment, it’s all the same thing—power abuse. If we no longer had these disparate labels and simply called this power abuse, there might be a stronger voice in identifying and eliminating the behavior. Power abuse is when a person uses the power they have for their personal gain and to support their sense of entitlement.


    Sexism, or racism, or discrimination is also power abuse. We will dive into this subject later in the book, but for now, just know that it is one person exerting power over another based on their sense of entitlement. This type of power abuse doesn’t even require a person with positional power. Its ugly head can rear itself anywhere and at any time by anyone.


    Name calling, singling out a person, excluding people on purpose—it’s all power abuse. The intention is to make you feel bad, so you conform to Power Abusers’ wishes and stay in your rightful place—which is beneath them.


    Power Abusers aren’t compensating because they lack self-esteem. Instead, they feel entitled because of their own perceived brilliance or birthright. They direct their anger at you when you don’t meet their expectations of doing as they have commanded. You must submit or be destroyed. When good people fail to obey blindly, it does not fit into a Power Abuser’s expectation of being faultless.


    Ethics and morals don’t enter the picture if they stand in the way of winning. If a toxic Power Abuser has to step on others’ toes to get what they believe is theirs, they do. Profit and power trump ethics.


    Power Abusers in seats of authority can yell, manipulate, and bully people with no fear of losing their job—providing they have increased their numbers or productivity over last year. When the numbers are there, their enabler bosses are placated.


    On a business level, Power Abusers see through a selfish lens:


    
	How does this initiative benefit me? Does this work enhance my reputation? Does it get me a bigger bonus? A better title?


    	What initiatives do I need to deploy to build my resume, and who do I need to use to get there? Who do I need to eliminate? Who are my enemies?


    	Who do I want around me to make me look more potent than others?




    What’s worse is if you have a promising idea, and it is a game changer, Power Abusers internally fume. Power Abusers want to stand out and dominate in front of their peers and senior leaders.[1] A Power Abuser will kill your idea if it means that he is no longer the smartest guy in the room. He can’t have you stealing his spotlight. Remember, when a Power Abuser has positional power above you, it means that the threat of retaliation will always be there.


    Some power abuse is so subtle that it forces you to question your own sanity. Its nasty intent is like a whisper. This type of power abuse is easy to overlook, and if you aren’t tuned in to it, you’ll miss it. Robert, a wealth manager at a global bank, said, “It was like catching smoke. I was unsuccessful in proving the bullying, and the unhappy accuser eventually quit.”


    Renee, a corporate lawyer, added, “Bullying is not always so obvious. The victim experiences it, but the alleged perpetrator is slick. In one case, the claim was based on a sense of being cut off, ignored, talked around, deliberately alienated by choice of topic in general conversations—all of which proved extremely difficult to prove but left the accusers in the same beaten condition as one who was overtly bullied.”


    Power Abusers will protect themselves at any cost, sacrificing people for their political survival. Their behavior continues unchecked, and once all is destroyed, they move onto the next department or company. Orc style.


    The Balance of Corporate Conformists


    There are no consequences for the two types of Corporate Conformists inside a dysfunctional company. It doesn’t matter if they ruin another person’s health while they work there. It doesn’t matter if they destroy the local economy with their bad decisions or lack of making a decision.


    Corporate Conformists attract each other and insulate the dysfunction to sustain the inertia. There is an equilibrium between the two. A Power Abuser’s behavior is tolerated by an RIP. Remember, RIPs don’t want to change anything, so they just let the Power Abusers have their power and push the impossible demands on to you. RIPs wash away the sins of the Power Abusers, which maintains the dysfunction, which sustains the inertia.


    Your Bright Idea Is Treated as a Deadly Virus


    So here you are, inside a sea of corporate conformity.


    When you propose a solution, you believe your forward-thinking and ethical ideas will be embraced. But, when the idea is undeniably good, Corporate Conformists become twitchy.


    Your novel solution exposes the issue that was either not noticed or purposely ignored by the Corporate Conformists. The change you propose forces Corporate Conformists to consider the problem differently.


    It also creates an immediate dissonance with how your solution reflects upon their professional reputation. They see themselves as more relevant than you, more capable after all. If you were better than them, your title would reflect it.



OEBPS/Images/RebelAtWork_coverSMALL.jpg
“Rebel at Work is a fascinating book that makes you see your workplace in ways you
haven't considered before. Natalie's approaches will have immediate impact for anyone
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