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INTRODUCTION


Dear Reader,


As you embark on this journey through the narrative of Golden Fields’ La Vista plant’s turnaround, you will witness the nuts and bolts of strategic shifts, operational adjustments, and even a few late nights fueled by sheer determination. But beyond the spreadsheets and the strategic pivots, at its heart, this story is about something far more fundamental: the journey from merely existing to truly mattering. It’s about that universal quest to move from the ordinary to the extraordinary, from mediocre to meaningful.


My own journey through the corporate landscape, particularly in the challenging environments of struggling workplaces, has been a profound teacher. For over two decades, I’ve had the privilege of witnessing firsthand the transformative power of intentional leadership and genuine human connection. It’s this extensive experience, coupled with a deep-seated passion for cultivating environments where individuals don’t just work but truly thrive, that compelled me to write this book. I believe that every person deserves to find meaning in their daily efforts, and every organization has the potential to foster a culture in which that meaning flourishes.


Yet, the reality for many workplaces today is starkly different. Across industries, and particularly in large organizations and manufacturing settings, we see widespread disengagement and pervasive mediocrity. The issue isn’t just declining productivity; it’s the silent cost of unfulfilled potential, both for the individual who feels disconnected from their work and for the organization that loses out on innovation, retention, and ultimately, profitability. The human and financial toll of this problem is immense, creating a cycle of frustration and underperformance that can feel impossible to break.


But there is a path forward. This book introduces the concept of meaningful work not as an abstract ideal but as a tangible, achievable state that can profoundly transform both individual job satisfaction and overall organizational performance. It’s a journey from mediocre to meaningful, a practical guide to elevating people, purpose, and performance within your teams.


To illustrate these principles in a relatable and impactful way, I’ve chosen to tell this story as a business parable. You’ll follow the narrative of Peter, a seasoned HR director, as he takes on the daunting challenge of transforming a struggling manufacturing plant. Through Peter’s experiences, you’ll witness the real-world application of the strategies and philosophies that underpin successful turnarounds.


The approach we took in navigating the La Vista plant’s challenges, and the philosophy that underpins its ongoing success, centers on a few key principles. It begins with people. Hiring individuals who possess not only the necessary skills but also the intrinsic drive to make a difference is paramount. Once those individuals join the team, the next crucial step is to empower them. Granting people autonomy within their areas of expertise allows them to take ownership and have a tangible, positive impact on the organization. This isn’t about delegation; it’s about trusting people’s capabilities and fostering an environment where their contributions are valued and expected. The core themes woven throughout Peter’s journey and the broader narrative include the critical importance of building trust, the strength of true empowerment, the effectiveness of collaborative problem-solving, and the necessity of cultivating a robust culture of accountability and shared purpose. These are not just theoretical concepts; they are the bedrock upon which high-performing, meaningful workplaces are built.


When a company has successfully implemented these concepts and high performance is the norm, there should be a clear link to the vital role of leadership. Leaders must be more than figureheads; they must be active supporters, dedicated to unlocking the unique potential within each person on the team. Crucially, this support extends to accountability—not just for individual contributors but for the leadership team itself. People at all levels of the organization must hold each other responsible for ensuring everyone on the team is performing to their potential. This means having conversations about performance, both in a formal context and peer-to-peer, is essential to driving a commitment to excellence.


Neglecting this candid feedback, especially in a situation of underperformance, undermines the entire team and the organization’s goals. It’s the healthy tension of individuals valuing a high-performance environment and holding their peers accountable that truly breeds exceptional outcomes. Many of the obstacles people face at work are not unique. The difficulty of having candid conversations about performance—of speaking truthfully when it matters most—these are universal challenges. Yet shying away from these conversations is a profound disservice to people. Every individual deserves the respect and dignity of a manager who leans into their performance, offering honest and direct feedback, no matter how uncomfortable it may be. The approach found within these pages encourages these ongoing dialogues, fostering a culture of continuous improvement.


While this book is presented as a narrative, every lesson and strategy within its pages is grounded in real-world experience and proven methodologies. My aim is to provide practical, actionable strategies that you, the reader, can immediately apply in your own workplace, regardless of your industry or the size of your organization.


This isn’t just a story; it’s a blueprint for change.


This book is primarily for mid-level managers and directors who are on the front lines of leading teams and shaping culture. However, its insights are equally valuable for anyone interested in improving workplace culture, fostering higher performance, and ultimately, finding more meaning and purpose in their own professional lives.


To get the most out of this book, I encourage you to read Peter’s journey not just as a story but as a mirror. As you progress, take moments to reflect on how the situations, challenges, and solutions presented might apply to your own work environment. Consider what aspects resonate with your experiences and how you might adapt the principles to your unique context.


This journey of turning around a business has reinforced a fundamental truth: The path from mediocre to meaningful is paved with intentional leadership, genuine connection, and an unwavering belief in every individual’s potential. It is in embracing the challenges of candid conversations, fostering a culture of accountability, and relentlessly pursuing the growth of people that we unlock not only business success but also the profound satisfaction of creating something truly meaningful.


My sincere hope is that this book serves as more than just a narrative; I hope it becomes a catalyst for positive change. If, through these pages, I can help even one person beyond my immediate circle transform their workplace, foster a more engaged team, or find a deeper sense of meaning in their own work, then this journey will have been truly worthwhile.


Sincerely,


Benjamin Douglas




 


CHAPTER 1


The Breaking Point


Balancing his briefcase and a small box filled with a few framed photos and awards in his left hand, Peter reached into his pocket for his phone with his right. His wife, Grace, picked up on the first ring.


“You never call in the middle of the afternoon. Everything OK?”


“I think so,” Peter replied hesitantly. “Hopefully, you will be, too.”


“What’s going on?”


“Well, I just walked out of the corporate office,” Peter said. He paused.


“And …” Grace prodded.


“And,” Peter said, a smile tugging at the edges of his lips, “I’m done. I’m never going back.”


“That’s the best news!” Grace nearly shouted into the phone. “Let’s go out tonight and celebrate.”


Peter couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “But you don’t even know why I’m not going back.”


“It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad you’re finally out of that nightmare.” Grace heard the beep of Peter’s car unlocking. “How long before you get home?” she asked.


Peter secured the phone between his chin and shoulder before opening the car door and settling the box and his briefcase on the backseat. “Well, I’m getting a head start on Friday afternoon traffic, so no later than five thirty.”


“Great! I’ll be home by five. I’ll make reservations for seven at Angelino’s.”


“Sounds good. And Grace …”


“Yes?”


“Thank you for putting up with all the craziness these past couple of years. I know it’s been tough. I want you to know that your support has meant everything.”


Peter disconnected the call and put the car in reverse, but before taking his foot off the brake, he took a deep breath in and then slowly exhaled, feeling the tension of the last two years beginning to release ever so slightly.


Thirty minutes later, the worn leather of the driver’s seat creaked beneath Peter as he navigated the winding back roads that would lead him home. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the rural landscape. Peter drove in quiet contemplation of his experiences over the past twenty-four months. It had been a tempest with its whirlwinds of stress, long hours, and series of broken promises—a storm that had nearly consumed him.


It had begun with the private equity’s promise, when they bought out Artisan Harvest Foods, that they wouldn’t change anything. Or rather, Peter now realized, it had begun when their lie was exposed. He recalled the first words of the new CEO: “The company has achieved remarkable growth, a testament to the dedication and expertise of each of you. We recognize and appreciate the strong foundation that has been built, and we have no intention of disrupting what has made this organization successful.”


That Peter had believed those words made his cheeks flush. How could he have been so naive? Forty-five days after the takeover, it was as if a switch had been flipped. He remembered that day clearly. It had been the first monthly management meeting under the new owners.


Prior to the takeover, those monthly meetings had been an environment where everyone came together to strategize for the future, share successes, and openly discuss challenges—discussions that, with the input of all those around the table, led to real solutions that improved the working environment for Artisan Harvest’s employees, streamlined processes, and ensured the high quality their customers had come to expect. Peter knew, having seen it with his own eyes, that when you hire the right people and provide them with the resources and support to do their jobs well—jobs they can take pride in—profits follow. In that environment, Artisan Harvest had experienced steady year-over-year growth of 10 to 20 percent for the past five years.


That, however, was of no interest to the new owners. They were more interested in quick wins than building a sustainable business. At that first monthly meeting, they all but demanded 30 to 40 percent revenue growth in their first year, and they made it clear that cost cutting was a priority over investment in resources. The team was to do more while operating with less. The open dialogue of the past was replaced with one question: “What were your division’s profits this month?” If goals weren’t met, the response was, “You have thirty days to fix the problem or find someplace else to work.” If goals were met, the response was, “Surpass next month’s goals.” The sudden shift away from people and quality felt like a slap in the face. Every day felt like it could be Peter’s last.


He and his colleague Susan, who had been VP of operations for almost as long as he’d been director of human resources (HR), had walked out of that meeting together in shock. Without a word, they headed across the street to the corner bistro. Plopping themselves in one of the booths by the windows, Susan shook her head in disbelief, “Well, that was something.”


Peter glanced at the menu the hostess had tossed on the table, then pushed it aside and leaned back in his seat. “It sure was,” he sighed.


“What are you going to do?” Susan asked, unwrapping the napkin from around her silverware and placing it on her lap.


“My very best to shield my people from what we just experienced and continue to keep running as people-centrically as possible.”


“Oh,” Susan said, surprised, “you’re planning on staying?”


Then, it was Peter’s turn to look surprised. “Yes. You’re not? It’s only been forty-five days; I’m hoping they’re just flexing their muscles to see how far they can push, and then things will balance out.”


“Ha!” Susan replied. “We both know how these takeovers work. Honestly, I’m surprised it took them this long to show their true intent, though I must admit I didn’t expect it to be so extreme.” Just then, her phone buzzed. “I’ve got to take this,” she said as she stood and then headed to an empty table in the corner.


Peter knew how these things generally worked. The equity firm was not committed to the company’s long-term success. Peter thought, or at least hoped, that this situation might be different. However, it had become apparent that the new owners’ goal was to quickly improve the bottom line and then sell the company for a fast profit. Peter knew he was highly employable and would land on his feet if he chose to leave, but what about the people he worked with and who worked for him? He had worked alongside many of them for more than a decade. They were like family to him—family who counted on him.


“Well, that was a headhunter I’ve recently engaged,” Susan said as she slid back into the booth. “They’ve set up two interviews for me next week.”


“That was quick.”


It hadn’t taken Susan long to decide what her next steps were. Two weeks later, she had moved on, but Peter had been committed to staying. He understood the commitment he had made when he chose a career in HR, where there is little room to be overtaken by circumstances or dwell on personal vulnerabilities. His role had always been about consistently supporting the team, fostering a positive culture, and advocating for those who needed a voice—and that’s what he had intended to continue doing for his people at Artisan Harvest.


A car horn jolted Peter out of his thoughts. He quickly looked both ways before pulling past the stop sign, hoping he hadn’t lingered too long. He glanced at his GPS. In twenty-six miles, he’d cross over into Nebraska, and then it wouldn’t be long before he was home.


Home, with no job to go to Monday morning, thought Peter. And then, Who will take care of my team now?


Over the past two years, Peter had developed several fundamental principles that governed the way he operated, and he relied upon those principles to elevate people, purpose, and performance. At the top of the list was his belief that those closest to the work often had the best solutions to just about any business problem. So, despite the firm’s new, rigid command-and-control leadership, he had continued to actively seek the input of his team members—input that had pulled them through some challenging times. He had also done his best to shield them from the new owners’ unrealistic expectations. But it had been impossible to shield them completely, and by the second quarter, line worker attrition had risen, leaving the remaining staff feeling the strain.


Peter, in coordination with the regional general manager and regional VP of operations, had called a meeting with the line supervisors of each of the plants. Peter recalled the meeting at the Indianapolis plant.


“All the shifts are being covered,” one of the supervisors began, “but they’re being covered by tired workers. The unpredictability and doubling up of the shift work is impacting everyone’s ability to focus and be efficient.”


“We have some ideas on how to move forward,” another supervisor piped up.


“Let’s hear them,” Peter said as he slid the whiteboard over and uncapped a marker.


Together, they developed a plan to improve the immediate situation and formed a committee to strategize how to improve retention under their new working conditions. Within three months, the lines were fully staffed again, and the committee continued to listen to the workers and make improvements where they could.


Uncovering what the employees truly needed was often one of the biggest stumbling blocks to improving efficiency and morale. Peter found what he referred to as his listening tours to be highly effective in providing him with this information. Peter had always made it a priority to make himself visible and approachable to every employee; in doing so, he uncovered critical insights into the needs and motivations of the employees. He remembered George’s frustration with the lag time between quality and packaging.


George had shared his frustration after Peter had spent several months building rapport with him and his team. During one of his walk-arounds, Peter had noticed George and some of his team members seemingly at a standstill.


“How are things going, George? What can we do to help improve your team’s workflow?” Peter asked.


George shook his head. “There are some really easy fixes to improve our pass-through from quality to bagging—in fact, Fred and I,” he said, nodding to an employee working feverishly at the start of the bagging line, “have talked about how we would improve it if we could. But policy states that workers can only ‘touch’ their segment of the line, so we are forced to grin and bear it.”


Peter shared George’s feedback with the plant manager, Angela, along with a suggestion of empowering George and Fred with the flexibility to figure out how to best work together to increase efficiencies. Fortunately, Angela understood the value of listening to employees and the benefits that such engagement could garner in terms of loyalty and increased productivity, and she acted on Peter’s suggestion.


Three weeks later, Angela and Peter celebrated the 35 percent increase in productivity their collaborative actions had created. They worked together to develop a plan that would empower more employees to collaborate and innovate in this way. While the increased productivity was fantastic, for Peter, it was so much more than that. He saw firsthand the renewed pride employees took in their work and their growing loyalty to their team—and to Angela.


There had, of course, been far more challenging circumstances to contend with. But the process of considering the impact on people first and foremost had remained a constant. The new owners led with a command-and-control method, but within their sphere of influence, Peter and the regional leadership team had remained committed to engaging and empowering the people closest to the work.


When the owners had demanded two more points on gross margin and wanted the results to come from a decrease in operating hours, the regional leaders had once again collaborated with the line supervisors and workers to find the best solution. As a result, they had rarely needed to cut positions—which is exactly what a command-and-control leader would do, thought Peter. More than once, workers who had been able to cut their hours for a period of time had volunteered to do so, rather than seeing their positions eliminated. Because they had given everyone a voice in the solutions, the regional plants had been able to continue to meet financial goals without sacrificing people.


And it had all stemmed from one simple yet powerful action: The regional leadership had cared enough to listen to its people, to understand the workers’ needs, and to follow through on promises made.


One of those workers, Louisa, had sent Peter an email, thanking him for the committee’s work and expressing her interest in developing new skills. “I would like to know if there are opportunities for cross-training in other departments or leadership development programs,” Louisa had written. “Learning new skills would not only enhance my job performance but also allow me to take on more responsibilities in the future.”


That was the type of impact that had continued to fuel Peter’s purpose during those months of grueling hours and constant push from executive management to do more with less. Despite all the obstacles, Peter’s regional leadership team had continued to be successful. But everyone knew this success was temporary. No matter how much effort was put forth to keep the consequences at bay, those at the helm would soon alienate the ranks within the company and cause employees to leave in droves. In the final months of Peter’s time there, the conversations throughout the halls of the corporate office and on the floor of every plant had echoed the dreams of employees finding better opportunities elsewhere.
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