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Dedication


For all those who believe good is never good enough, and are ready to create amazing!
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Foreword




When my career began, I wanted most of all to inspire people to build something great. At the time, I wasn’t sure how to do that, but I knew I needed a company with a culture encouraging growth, innovation, and loyalty; a place where they embrace the time, energy, and effort of its team members. After all, a company is only as strong as its people.


What I found was a “Career with Heart” at Southwest Airlines. As I rose through the ranks of our People Department, I saw firsthand the value of a true partnership between employees and company. This environment sustains when both sides look out for the best interests of the other. Everyone, regardless of position or tenure, preserves and invigorates our culture. That’s why Southwest calls our employees “Cohearts,” as they are the Heart of Southwest.


Above all else, Southwest recruits for attitude. Our people go the extra mile for each other and for our customers. They identify strongly with the core values that guide the thousands of decisions made at any one time across the company. They strive to provide first-rate hospitality. This attitude gets results: every action by every employee keeps our customers safe, on their way to their destinations, and with smiles on their faces.


The people-centric culture at Southwest is not easy to create or to maintain. It takes hard work and focus every single day. Our industry faces many challenges, carries the heavy responsibility of customer safety, and is often at the mercy of forces beyond our control. The nature of the work demands a great deal from employees, physically and emotionally. It’s all too easy for airlines and employees to fall into contention, but when you have the right people in place who believe in the mission of the company, most conflict is easily overcome together.


What makes Southwest unique—and uniquely successful—is the mutual commitment between the company and its employees. In my nearly 30 years at Southwest, I’ve seen what works—what inspires people to push a company to the next level. What Verne, Kevin, and Anne Mary explain in this book will evoke the same in your employees. The Habits of Desire, Character, Performance, and Influence will guide your employees as they transform your company into something greater than the sum of its parts. But know that this does not happen overnight. Every employee and leader must work at this every day and in every situation—there is no “pixie dust,” and everyone from the top down must be on board.


While it may sound impossible, it’s no accident that Southwest has 47 consecutive years of profitability without a single involuntary furlough or mass layoff in its history. Southwest has been on the Forbes “Americas Best Employers” list eight times. Our over 66,000 employees move 130 million passengers every year. If you follow the insights in this book, you will become the Southwest of your industry: financially strong with exceptional employees who become the heart of your company and create passionately loyal customers.


Please take to heart the twelve habits in this book. They will make your organization more valuable to the people you serve, internally and externally. Enjoy the journey!


Shari Conaway,


Managing Director, People Department Southwest Airlines





I’ve never received a promotion for a job I wasn’t already doing.


Dawn Exline









Read This First…


The Road to Adequacy…




…will detour you from realizing your true potential. Most team members and leaders think they’re reasonably valuable to their company. They see themselves on a path to better pay, promotion, and a trip up the leadership ladder. Their companies, on the other hand, may think differently.


Closing this perceived gap will determine how far and fast you’re able to progress in your career. To use an Olympic analogy, it’s the difference between merely running a race and standing on the podium.


Before you begin to apply the 12 habits we discuss in this book, it’s helpful to understand why there is this perceived value gap in the first place and how to bridge it.


What Is “Just Adequate”?


What is valuable is in the eye of the beholder and often subjective. And most people, when surveyed, consider themselves in the top 50%, if not the top 10%, of their peers!


In turn, team leaders who assess the relative value team members bring to an organization often struggle creating value themselves, which often results in confusion and hard feelings when they critique those who work with them.


Much of what is considered valuable behavior and results is relative to what is being achieved at the moment or historically. Many team leaders have come to expect only what we deem as merely adequate performance—team members willing to meet some minimum standard:


•They show up.


•They deliver the minimum requirements for the job.


•They can think their way through basic issues.


•They deliver on time and on budget.


•They do what they are told.


•They get along reasonably with everyone.


•They don’t cause problems.


•They create value relatively equal to their compensation.


In an informal survey of leaders, these were the average traits of team members they liked and would rehire. Yet among the best organizations, these are standards of mere adequacy. They’ll keep a company going—treading water—but they won’t help it advance beyond its competition. And they may be insufficient for a company to survive, let alone thrive, in a fast-changing environment.


Markets today demand more value from employers and employees alike. The employment market is hyper competitive. The best companies prefer to have fewer, better paid, smarter people than a lot more, lower paid, less valuable team members.


Who Is Creating More Value?


First, we’re NOT making a statement about your value or worth as a person—we’re all valuable as people. Nor are we suggesting that you are not useful to the company. A-players aren’t the only employees who add value. This book is about what it takes to create a higher level of what is seen as valuable to most organizations and their leaders.


So, who is creating more value? In short, we advise senior leaders it’s those who “wow” us! It’s when leaders exclaim, “Wow, that’s better than I could have done!” “Wow, I’m impressed they took the initiative to figure that out!” “Wow, they nailed it!” “Wow, they exceeded our expectations by a mile!”


Believe it or not, every moment and every action you take is an audition for greater compensation and leadership responsibilities in a scaling company. Those at the top are constantly evaluating your performance and behavior to see if you have what it takes to take the company to higher levels of success. Senior leadership is so hungry, and often desperate, for people to step up, lead, and add value, that it’s easy to get noticed when an employee at any level creates value beyond their expected duties.


These are the standards for team members who deliver value beyond mere adequacy:


•They look to maximize potential and resources.


•They proactively and systematically solve complex problems.


•They create new efficiencies in everything they touch.


•They creatively make everything better than before.


•They inspire and motivate everyone.


•They eliminate obstacles to facilitate peak performance.


•They deliver an exponential return on investment (ROI).


You might feel these rare traits exist mostly in fairy tales (and some business books!). And you may lament that today’s companies don’t foster or reward such behavior. Sadly, you would be correct, and that is the reason employees delivering this kind of value must be developed, encouraged, supported, appreciated, rewarded—and retained. We address this approach in the book as well.


Let’s be real: most people want to advance and make more money, and compensation is more and more tied to the value you create in any position, be it on the front line or as a leader.


In turn, truly valuable employees understand that they ultimately control their own destinies. Blaming leadership for inadequacies will only hold you back in your career. Part of being valuable is recognizing opportunities and executing ways to win in the toughest of environments. For example, the COVID restrictions in place at the 2020/2021 Tokyo and 2022 Beijing Olympics tested the mettle of many athletes, with the most successful accepting the reality of the situation and making the best of it.


Determining Valuable Potential in Yourself and Others


In Scaling Up, Verne outlines four criteria for hiring top talent that are consistent with the philosophies of Jim Collins, Patrick Lencioni, Brad Smart, and other experts in the field of company and team performance. These capabilities are useful to organizations so they can search and test for the people who are the best fit.


If you want to advance your career and be the most desirable to the best companies, these four traits will serve you well. Here are the desired capacities, in their order of importance (and also how they’ll appear in this book):


Will: Be a Winner, not a Whiner


Will is often defined as a desire to excel, act with courage, persevere, learn, and innovate. Without strong will, nothing else will happen, and nothing else will matter.


The beginning of the employer-employee relationship almost always feels perfect. The employer is excited about all the talent and benefit the employee will bring. The employee is equally excited about taking on new challenges and the promise of a successful career.


About 90 to 120 days later, however, the bloom comes off the rose and reality sets in. Now what seemed perfect to the employer becomes real, and as flaws in the new employee begin to show themselves, concern mounts. And for the employee, what at first seemed exciting and new starts to feel like cumbersome work and much harder than expected.


It’s easy to put this sort of change on the employer and blame the company’s culture or leadership’s inadequacy. While companies are certainly imperfect, surprisingly the ultimate power always belongs to the employee. Leaders may misplace their efforts, but employees have the ability to disengage (or even leave!) when they want. As an employee, you are responsible for your own experience, harnessing your own curiosity for how to bring value and make positive change in the organization. But let’s face it: if you don’t care—if you don’t want success badly enough—then you will never make the effort to bring yourself, and those around you, from good to great.


Values: Know When to Follow, Bend, and Promote


Values represent the cultural rules by which people act and make decisions in an organization. A valuable employee must be willing, and feel comfortable, playing by these rules.


Every company develops these culture rules over time and makes them known either by design or by default. Team members may, unintentionally, impact the culture both positively and negatively. It’s better if there is intention behind every decision to align with the company’s values.


Only the employee will know whether a company truly fits his or her own values: whether you have the freedom to be creative, and whether you can truly have a positive impact on others in the work environment. But faking it won’t help you in the long run. Others will almost always see it eventually, even if you don’t.


Results: Failure Is Not a Long-Term Option


Even motivated people with shared values are ultimately ineffective if they can’t deliver on desired performance metrics.


There are many well-intentioned people who somehow never seem to deliver the expected results. Lack of performance is so prevalent, many employers will (often wrongly) put up with a lot of negatives from employees who consistently get stuff done. We have seen companies willingly accept tardiness, disloyalty, and personality issues from someone who performs, regardless of the cultural damage he or she may cause.


Everyone has their unproductive moments, but employers are ultimately looking for measurable consistency and self-improvement. Companies crave employees who can discern between working hard versus working smart to consistently achieve the company objectives that matter most.


Skills: Doing What Needs to Be Done


Aside from interpersonal skills, this capacity is the lowest priority of assessment, since most technical and functional skillsets need updating every three to five years. It is difficult and costly for any corporate training department to keep up with technological and organizational changes.


Companies today need employees who can develop and advance their own technical and soft skills, quickly adapting to the changing environment. They must be self-driven and have the will to become masters of their domains. Those who wait to be taught create a burden on the system and slow company growth.


The 21st century skills that matter most, regardless of industry or geography, are:


•Observation—Seeing what’s happening around you so you can perceive and interpret patterns and anomalies; the willingness and ability to research what you need to learn.


•Communication—Connecting effectively with those above, below, and beside you; relaying the information and emotion required to move the team forward towards the common goal.


•Adaptation—Reflecting so you can remove yourself as an obstacle; efficiently executing the necessary tasks; leading others so the team can accomplish more than an individual can personally execute.


These skills, properly developed, not only will survive external and internal disruption, but also will put you at the top of the value chain in any working environment.


Creating Value Together


Employment is not a right or a privilege: it is a pact. It is an agreement where there are deliverables and compensation. Many employers and employees like to read into the concept of employment additional requirements that don’t actually exist. Beyond the laws that concern health, safety, and fairness, at its foundation, employment is simply work for hire. But many employers—and certainly most employees—would like to think of employment as more.


Entrepreneurs seek people who buy in to their vision and will create a movement. Corporations want loyalty and performance. Achievers want an advancing career and recognition for their efforts and dedication. This does not happen without forethought, effort, and communication from all parties involved.


How You Can Use This Book


The Importance of Habits


According to data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, you will change careers on average seven times. Each change will require learning new technology, markets, and capabilities. What you retain is your ability to perform in stressful and dynamic environments.


Scientists say 40 percent of what we do daily is by habit. Building habits that support positive behavior ensures the ability to bring value in any environment. A person’s habits also speak loudly to those around them. In Change Your Brain, Change Your Life, Daniel G. Amen, M.D., makes the critical point that both healthy and unhealthy habits are contagious. He argues that people with good habits will foster good habits in those around them.


This Book Is Your Value-Building Guide


Each chapter provides a story that exemplifies the line between adequate and valuable. We share insights from our work with thousands of leaders and team members. We list daily actions to help you become the most valuable team member possible. We also provide ways leaders can foster and reward valuable behavior.


Since some of you are both employers and employees, you should keep both perspectives in mind as you progress. Our approach may not guarantee ultimate success every time, but it’s much better than guessing in the dark why the desired results are illusive.


Once you truly understand and own the difference between adequate and valuable, you can build habits that will deliver the latter. Team members who consistently embrace and exemplify the habits laid out in this book become A-players by outperforming and outshining their colleagues. Employers who support and nurture these habits will attract and retain employees who will help them excel in the marketplace. The result is a win-win for all concerned.


Here’s How to Use This Guide


Each habit is structured as follows:


•A story of adequacy


•Commentary on the difference between being adequate and being valuable


•An alternate ending of how the story works with a highly valuable employee


•A choice of three action steps employees can take to be valuable


•A “Create Immediate Value Today” section that helps you create value right away


•A link where you’ll find additional resources and Growth Institute expertise on the habit in the chapter


We’re letting you know, up front, that the opening stories in each chapter describe mediocre employees—and initially, you may read them and think the employee isn’t so bad! Many of the characters do meet minimal standards and often appear to be quite proactive and positive.


However, in the commentary after, we’ll explain why the employee is just adequate and how they could have strived for more. Again, it might not make sense initially. You may experience empathy, sympathy, and perhaps even indignation at our evaluation. This is to be expected. The situations are common, and the demands are high.


It takes some will and skill to engage honestly with the stories and the commentary, and to evaluate truthfully how you can implement the suggestions into your own career. No one can do it for you. Business is not a spectator sport!


You might feel a bit overwhelmed by the 12 habits and 36 suggested action steps (three per habit) in the book. And it’s impossible to act on all of them at once anyway. So, choose one. Whichever one makes the most sense or works best for you, try it out. Don’t like it? Try a different one. The key is doing something.


One doesn’t expect to master (or even be very good at!) a sport with one lesson. It takes a lot of reps and time. In our experience, it takes 36 months to implement these practices if you have the will. Besides, if it were easy, everyone would do these behaviors automatically and be qualified to move up the ladder. So here are some tips:


Work on One Chapter Each Month


•Read the entire book first. Then when you are ready to act, pick one chapter each month—over the next 12 months—to inspire your behavior.


•When you read the stories of adequacy, think about what more you might do. See if you can anticipate the commentary. Highlight the ideas you missed and consider why it did not occur to you.


•Create your own list of action items and put them on your calendar. Create measurement so you know when you have mastered the practice. When you master the entire habit, find a way to reward yourself and celebrate.
 

•Repeat this process in the following 12 months—reviewing one habit each month and choosing a single action to take. And then do it again. 36 action steps, 36 months. Relax and trust the process, taking it one step at a time.


•Engage with others as you practice these skills. Take what you learn in your process and have conversations with your colleagues. Perhaps have a weekly lunch and set up an accountability group. Together you can discuss the recommendations and find ways to help each other master the habits and grow.


•If you only have time to do the minimum, use the “Create Immediate Value Today” box. Reading one book, experiencing one speech, and starting the conversation each month will add strong value to anyone’s experience.
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