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“The Energy Project and this book are shedding light on what most working folks know but don’t like to talk about: that most of us are not fully engaged or satisfied in our work environment. . . . Schwartz proposes solutions for business leaders to maximize human potential by embracing our need for both effort and renewal.”


—Booklist
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FOREWORD


We’re capable of so much more than we realize.


Most of us know precious little about what makes it possible to achieve and sustain excellence, especially as the volume and complexity of demand in our lives rise relentlessly. Rather than finding ways to increase and regularly renew our capacity, we unconsciously conspire with the organizations that employ us to get more done by systematically running ourselves down.


Ironically, a growing body of research suggests that each of us has the potential to be excellent at almost anything if we make the right moves. The first key is fierce intentionality about managing the four key sources of energy that fuel us: physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual.


If you already work out regularly, eat well, take regular breaks throughout the day, sleep at least seven to eight hours a night, spend sufficient quality time with your loved ones, manage high stress gracefully, bounce back quickly in the face of setbacks and disappointments, focus easily on the most important tasks in your life, feel consistently productive, and derive high satisfaction and meaning from your work—then you probably don’t need this book.


If, on the other hand, you feel exhausted or overwhelmed at times, vulnerable to irritation, impatience, and anxiety, challenged to focus on one thing at a time, less satisfied with your life than you’d like to be, and in a constant race just to keep up, then this book has something to offer you.


In 2003, we founded The Energy Project to help organizations address the multidimensional needs of their employees. Since then, we’ve helped to energize tens of thousands of people at some of the most successful and innovative companies in the world.


During the past year, The Energy Project has been taking the pulse of the world at work. To date, more than 12,000 people from 73 countries have completed The Energy AuditTM, an assessment that measures how well people are managing their personal energy in each of four dimensions: physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. The results speak for themselves.


•  Sixty-four percent of respondents sleep less than the seven to eight hours nearly all human beings require to feel fully rested.


•  Seventy-three percent find it difficult to focus on one thing at a time.


•  Sixty-four percent frequently find themselves feeling irritable, impatient, or anxious at work.


•  Sixty-six percent report that their decisions at work are often more influenced by external demands than by a strong, clear sense of their own purpose.


•  Sixty-one percent spend too little time doing what they do best and enjoy most.


•  Eighty percent say they spend far too much time reacting to immediate demands, rather than focusing on activities with longer-term value and leverage.


It doesn’t have to be this way.


The principles and practices we share in these pages are grounded in multidisciplinary research. Modern science has helped us to understand with ever more precision what it takes for people to be more productive at work and to live richer and more satisfying lives, even under conditions of high stress.


At the heart of this book is a simple principle: human beings are not designed to run like computers—at high speeds, continuously, for long periods of time. When we try to mimic the machines we’re meant to run, they end up running us.


In fact, we’re designed to pulse. Our most basic survival need is to spend and renew energy. We’re hardwired to make waves—to be alert during the day and to sleep at night, but also to work at high intensity for limited periods of time and then rest and refuel. Instead, we lead increasingly linear lives, forever spending down our energy without fully or effectively renewing it.


Think of the difference between a marathoner and a sprinter. Marathoners engage in a long race with no finish line in sight. They literally can’t afford to push themselves to their limits because if they did, they would collapse a short way into the race. Instead, they pace themselves; spending energy continuously, but rarely fully engaging. That’s the way most of us live. It often feels as if we’re pushing ourselves to our limits, but that’s because we’re slowly but inexorably depleting our resources over the course of each day.


Now think for a moment about the way sprinters operate. They approach the starting line, get into their crouches, look down the track 100 yards, or 200 yards, or 400 yards at most. They don’t need to worry about whether or not to fully engage and exhaust themselves because that’s exactly what they’re meant to do.


The finish line is visible, it isn’t far away, and when they get there, they’re expected to rest and recover. Our lives are undeniably marathons, but the secret is to break our long and winding road into shorter sprints. By fully engaging in any given challenge for relatively short periods of time and then truly renewing every one of us is capable of getting more done, in less time, at a higher level of quality.


In addition to rejuvenation, the benefits of taking time to renew include creative breakthroughs, a broader and deeper perspective, and sufficient time to metabolize, savor, and learn from each sprint we undertake.


The same principles that apply to systematically building physical strength through weight training apply to building excellence in any domain. To increase the size of any muscle the best practice is to focus single-mindedly on the task, push past your current comfort zone for short periods of time, and then stop and rest.


Push yourself too hard or too continuously and the consequence will eventually be burnout and breakdown. Push yourself too little or too infrequently and no growth will occur.


To achieve excellence, we must practice the skill we’re seeking to build over and over, deliberately, with periods of rest in between. At the same time, we must build the four underlying capacities that make excellence possible: strength and endurance (physical), high positive energy (emotional), control of attention (mental), and a compelling sense of purpose (spiritual).


Most of us spend very little time deliberately practicing anything. At the physical level, eighty percent of people around the world are sedentary, meaning we’re spending far too little energy physically. Emotionally, we unnecessarily dissipate energy in anxiety, anger, frustration, and impatience. Mentally, we fail to invest sufficient time in gaining more control of our attention. Spiritually, we focus very little energy in defining what matters most to us.


The way we’re working isn’t working for us, for our employers, or for our families. It’s not the number of hours we work that determines how much value we create. Rather it’s the quantity and quality of energy we bring to whatever hours we work. In the pages that follow, we lay out the systematic approach we’ve taken at The Energy Project to help tens of thousands of people reclaim their lives. By following this program, you will deliberately strengthen and renew your four key sources of energy so you can ultimately achieve sustainable excellence at anything.





PART I







A NEW WAY OF WORKING






CHAPTER ONE





More and More, Less and Less


The defining ethic in the modern workplace is more, bigger, faster. More information than ever is available to us, and the speed of every transaction has increased exponentially, prompting a sense of permanent urgency and endless distraction. We have more customers and clients to please, more e-mails to answer, more phone calls to return, more tasks to juggle, more meetings to attend, more places to go, and more hours we feel we must work to avoid falling further behind.


The technologies that make instant communication possible anywhere, at any time, speed up decision making, create efficiencies, and fuel a truly global marketplace. But too much of a good thing eventually becomes a bad thing. Left unmanaged and unregulated, these same technologies have the potential to overwhelm us. The relentless urgency that characterizes most corporate cultures undermines creativity, quality, engagement, thoughtful deliberation, productivity, and, ultimately, performance.


No matter how much value we produce today—whether it’s measured in dollars or sales or goods or widgets—it’s never enough. We run faster, stretch out our arms further, and stay at work longer and later. We’re so busy trying to keep up that we stop noticing we’re in a Sisyphean race we can never win.


All this furious activity exacts a series of silent costs: less capacity for focused attention, less time for any given task, and less opportunity to think reflectively and long term. When we finally do get home at night, we have less energy for our families, less time to wind down and relax, and fewer hours to sleep. We return to work each morning feeling less rested, less than fully engaged, and less able to focus. It’s a vicious cycle that feeds on itself. Even for those who still manage to perform at high levels, there is a cost in overall satisfaction and fulfillment. The ethic of more, bigger, faster generates value that is narrow, shallow, and short term. More and more, paradoxically, leads to less and less.


The consulting firm Towers Perrin’s most recent global workforce study bears this out. Conducted in 2007–2008, before the worldwide recession, it looked at some 90,000 employees in eighteen countries. Only 20 percent of them felt fully engaged, meaning that they go above and beyond what’s required of them because they have a sense of purpose and passion about what they’re doing. Forty percent were “enrolled,” meaning capable but not fully committed, and 38 percent were disenchanted or disengaged.


All of that translated directly to the bottom line. The companies with the most engaged employees reported a 19 percent increase in operating income and a 28 percent growth in earnings per share. Those with the lowest levels of engagement had a 32 percent decline in operating income, and their earnings dropped more than 11 percent. In the companies with the most engaged employees, 90 percent of them had no plans to leave. In those with the least engaged, 50 percent were considering leaving. More than a hundred studies have demonstrated some correlation between employee engagement and business performance.


Think for a moment about your own experience at work.


What’s the cost to you of the way you’re working? How truly engaged are you? What’s the impact on those you supervise and those you love?


What will the accumulated toll be in ten years if you’re still making the same choices?


The way we’re working isn’t working in our own lives, for the people we lead and manage, and for the organizations in which we work. We’re guided by a fatal assumption that the best way to get more done is to work longer and more continuously. But the more hours we work and the longer we go without real renewal, the more we begin to default, reflexively, into behaviors that reduce our own effectiveness—impatience, frustration, distraction, and disengagement. They also take a pernicious toll on others.


We live in a gray zone, constantly juggling activities but rarely fully engaging in any of them, or fully disengaging from any of them. The consequence is that we settle for a pale version of the possible.


THE PERFORMANCE PULSE


In 1993, Anders Ericsson, long a leading researcher in expert performance and a professor at Florida State University, conducted an extraordinary study designed to explore the power of deliberate practice among violinists. Over the years, numerous writers, including Malcolm Gladwell in his best-selling Outliers, have cited Ericsson’s study for its evidence that intrinsic talent may be overvalued. As Gladwell puts it, “People at the very top don’t just work harder, or even much harder than everyone else. They work much, much harder.”


But that conclusion doesn’t begin to capture the complexity of what Ericsson discovered. Along with two colleagues, he divided thirty young violinists at the Music Academy of Berlin into three separate groups, based on ratings from their professors. The “best” group consisted of those destined to eventually become professional soloists. The “good” violinists were those expected to have careers playing as part of orchestras. The third group, recruited from the music education division of the academy, was headed for careers as music teachers. All three groups had begun playing violin around the age of eight.


Vast amounts of data were collected on each of the subjects, most notably by having them keep a diary of all their activities, hour by hour, over the course of an entire week. They were also asked to rate each hour’s primary activity on three measures, using a scale of 1 to 10. The first one was how important the activity was to improving their performance on the violin. The second was how difficult they found it to do. The third was how intrinsically enjoyable they found the activity.


The top two groups, both destined for professional careers, turned out to practice an average of twenty-four hours a week. The future music teachers, by contrast, put in just over nine hours, or about a third the amount of time as the top two groups. This difference was undeniably dramatic and does suggest how much practice matters. But equally fascinating was the relationship Ericsson found between intense practice and intermittent rest.


All of the thirty violinists agreed that “practice alone” had the biggest impact on improving their performance. Nearly all of them also agreed that practice was the most difficult activity in their lives and the least enjoyable. The top two groups, who practiced an average of 3.5 hours a day, typically did so in three separate sessions of no more than 90 minutes each, mostly in the mornings, when they were presumably most rested and least distracted. They took renewal breaks between each session. The lowest-rated group practiced an average of just 1.4 hours a day, with no fixed schedule, but often in the afternoons, suggesting that they were procrastinating.


All three groups rated sleep as the second most important activity when it came to improving as violinists. On average, those in the top two groups slept 8.6 hours a day—nearly an hour longer than those in the music teacher group, who slept an average of 7.8 hours. By contrast, the average American gets just 6.5 hours of sleep a night. The top two groups also took considerably more daytime naps than did the lower-rated group—a total of nearly three hours a week compared to less than one hour a week for the music teachers.


Great performers, Ericsson’s study suggests, work more intensely than most of us do but also recover more deeply. Solo practice undertaken with high concentration is especially exhausting. The best violinists figured out, intuitively, that they generated the highest return on their investment by working intensely, without interruption, for no more than ninety minutes at a time and no more than 4 hours a day. They also recognized it was essential to take time, intermittently, to rest and refuel. In fields ranging from sports to chess, researchers have found that four hours a day is the maximum that the best performers practice. Ericsson himself concluded that this number might represent “a more general limit on the maximal amount of deliberate practice that can be sustained over extended time without exhaustion.”


Because the number of hours we work is easy to measure, organizations often default to evaluating employees by the hours they put in at their desks, rather than by the focus they bring to their work or the value they produce. Many of us complain about long hours, but the reality is that it’s less demanding to work at moderate intensity for extended periods of time than it is to work at the highest level of intensity for even shorter periods. If more of us were able to focus in the intense but time-limited ways that the best violinists do, the evidence suggests that great performance would be much more common than it is.


It’s also true that if you’re not actively working to get better at what you do, there’s a good chance you’re getting worse, no matter what the quality of your initial training may have been. As Geoffrey Colvin points out in his provocative book Talent Is Overrated, simply doing an activity for a long time is no guarantee that you’ll do it well, much less get better at it. “In field after field,” Colvin writes, “when it came to centrally important skills—stockbrokers recommending stocks, parole officers predicting recidivism, college admissions officials judging applicants—people with lots of experience were no better at their jobs than those with very little experience.”


In a significant number of cases, people actually get worse at their jobs over time. “More experienced doctors,” Colvin reported, “reliably score lower on tests of medical knowledge than do less experienced doctors; general physicians also become less skilled over time at diagnosing heart sounds and X-rays. Auditors become less skilled at certain types of evaluations.” In some cases, diminished performance is simply the result of a failure to keep up with advances in a given field. It’s also because most of us tend to become fixed in our habits and practices, even when they’re suboptimal.



OUR FOUR PRIMARY NEEDS


If sustainable great performance requires a rhythmic movement between activity and rest, it also depends on tapping multiple sources of energy. Plug a computer into a wall socket, and it’s good to go. Human beings, on the other hand, need to meet four energy needs to operate at their best: physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual.


By moving rhythmically between activity and renewal in each of these four dimensions, we fulfill our corresponding needs: sustainability, security, self-expression, and significance. In the process, we build our capacity to generate more and more value over time.


The problem is that few of us intentionally address each of our four key needs on a regular basis and organizations often ignore them altogether. When we fuel ourselves on a diet that lacks essential nutrients, it shouldn’t be a surprise that we end up undernourished and unable to operate consistently at our best.


“Value” is a word that carries multiple levels of meaning. The ultimate measure of our effectiveness is the value we create. The ultimate measure of our satisfaction is the value we feel. The ultimate measure of our character is the values we embody.


The primary value exchange between most employers and employees today is time for money. It’s a thin, one-dimensional transaction. Each side tries to get as much of the other’s resources as possible, but neither gets what it really wants. No amount of money employers pay for our time will ever be sufficient to meet all of our multidimensional needs. It’s only when employers encourage and support us in meeting these needs that we can cultivate the energy, engagement, focus, and passion that fuel great performance.


For better and for worse, we’ve cocreated the world in which we work. Our complicity begins, ironically, with how we treat ourselves.


We tolerate extraordinary disconnects in our own lives, even in areas we plainly have the power to influence. We take too little responsibility for addressing our core needs, and we dissipate too much energy in blame, complaint, and finger-pointing.


We fail to take care of ourselves even though the consequence is that we end up undermining our health, happiness, and productivity.


We don’t spend enough time—truly engaged time—with those we say we love most and who love us most, even though we feel guilty when we don’t and we return to work more energized when we do.


We find ourselves getting frustrated, irritable, and anxious as the pressures rise, even though we instinctively recognize that negative emotions interfere with clear thinking and good decision making and demoralize those we lead and manage.


We allow ourselves to be distracted by e-mail and trivial tasks rather than focusing single-mindedly on our most high-leverage priorities and devoting sacrosanct time to thinking creatively, strategically, and long term.


We are so busy getting things done that we don’t stop very often to consider what it is we really want or where to invest our time and energy to achieve those goals.


OUR CORE NEEDS
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Of course, we can’t meet our needs and build our capacity in a vacuum. Most organizations enable our dysfunctional behaviors and even encourage them through policies, practices, reward systems and cultural messages that serve to drain our energy and run down our value over time.


When the primary value exchange is time for money, people are fungible—units that can be replaced by other units. An increasing number of organizations pay lip service to the notion that “people are our greatest asset.” Call up the phrase on Google, and you’ll find more than a million entries. But even among companies that make the claim, the vast majority off-load the care and feeding of employees to divisions known as “human resources,” which are rarely accorded an equal place at the executive table. As a consequence, the needs of employees are marginalized and treated as perquisites provided through programs that focus on topics such as “leadership development,” “work-life balance,” “wellness,” “flexibility,” and “engagement.”


In reality, these are largely code words for nonessential functions. They’re funded when times are flush, but they’re the first programs that are slashed when cost cutting begins. The vast majority of organizations fail to make the connection between the degree to which they meet their employees’ needs and how effectively those employees perform.


• • •


The principles at the heart of this book grow out of a rich body of research across disciplines ranging from nutrition to cognition; strength training to training strengths; emotional self-regulation to the role of the right hemisphere of the brain; extrinsic to intrinsic motivation. These findings, generated by subject-matter experts, remain mostly isolated from one another. Our mission at the Energy Project has been to bring the evidence together underneath one umbrella to better understand how our varied choices influence one another.


We’ve also learned a great deal by studying great performers in various professions. In the corporate world, we’ve worked with senior executives at companies including Ritz Carlton, Apple, Sony, Pfizer, Google, Ford, Ernst & Young, Grey Advertising, and Royal Dutch Shell. We’ve also worked with cardiovascular surgeons and ICU nurses at the Cleveland Clinic, police officers at the Los Angeles Police Department and high school students in the Bronx. When we published articles about our work in Harvard Business Review in the fall of 2007 and 2010, we received inquiries from companies and individuals in more than two dozen countries around the world including Singapore, Colombia, Russia, China, Korea, Germany, Austria, Italy, Thailand, Denmark, India, and Australia. Across disparate cultures and at all levels, people share both a visceral sense that the way they’re working isn’t working and an intense desire for more satisfying, productive, and sustainable ways to work and live.


Beyond survival, our needs begin at the physical level with sustainability. Four factors are key: nutrition, fitness, sleep, and rest. They’re all forms of renewal, either active or passive. Our physical capacity is foundational, because every other source of energy depends on it.


At the individual level, our key challenge is to create a healthy rhythmic movement between activity and rest. The left-hand quadrants in the figure on the next page represent dysfunctional ways of generating and renewing energy. The optimal movement is between the upper-right and lower-right quadrants. Even then, too much of one at the expense of the other is suboptimal. Physically, most of us tend to fall on the side of not moving enough (lower left). By contrast exercise (upper right) raises our heart rate and in so doing builds our physical capacity. It also provides a form of mental and emotional renewal, quieting the mind and calming the emotions. That’s why exercise in the middle of a workday—especially after an intense period of work—can be such a powerful form of rejuvenation. On the other hand, too much exercise, too continuously, is called “overtraining” and can lead to breakdown and burnout.


The best violinists in the Ericsson study renewed themselves physically not just by sleeping more hours than their less accomplished fellow students, but also by taking more afternoon naps. Eating more energy-rich foods, more frequently—at least every three hours—is a means of stabilizing blood sugar. Many of us attempt to run on too little food for too long and then overeat to compensate. Eating too little deprives us of a critical source of energy we need to operate at our best, and eating too much pushes us into a state of lethargy.


At the organizational level, we work with leaders to build policies, practices, and cultural expectations that support employees in a more rhythmic way of working. When we introduced our work to the top officers at the Los Angeles Police Department it rapidly became clear that sleep deprivation and exhaustion were defining issues for many members of then Chief William Bratton’s leadership team. Until we addressed this basic problem, nothing else we suggested was getting much traction.


At the conclusion of our work, Bratton and his team agreed on a series of nine policy changes that included limiting off-hours nighttime calls to commanding officers, in order to increase the quality and quantity of their sleep; changing the schedules for key meetings to ensure that they were held at times when the energy levels of participants were likely to be highest; and creating a series of new policies aimed at giving the commanding officers more opportunities to renew themselves during the workday. “What’s happened is that our people come to work feeling more rested,” Bratton told us a year after our intervention. “They were more able to focus, think clearly, and remain calm in the face of the crises that are part of our everyday work.”


THE RENEWAL QUADRANTS


(Sustainability)
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Our core need at the emotional level is for security, the sense of well-being that depends, in significant part, on the experience of being accepted and valued. How we feel profoundly influences how we perform. Feeling devalued pushes us into the Survival Zone—the upper left quadrant shown on page 14—which increases our fear, distracts our attention, drains our energy, and diminishes the value we’re capable of creating. The optimal rhythmic movement in this dimension is between the positive energy we feel when we’re operating at our best—the Performance Zone—and the Renewal Zone, where emotional recovery occurs. The more we renew ourselves emotionally, the better we feel about ourselves and the more resilient we are in the face of life’s challenges and stresses.


Before we began working with heart surgeons and ICU nurses at the Cleveland Clinic, several of our Energy Project team members spent twenty-four hours shadowing three shifts of nurses on a cardiac intensive care unit. During that time, we asked each of the nurses we encountered to describe their primary dissatisfaction with their jobs. They were unanimous in their response: lack of appreciation from the surgeons.


“We’re the ones who keep their patients alive day in and day out, but the docs don’t talk to us or seek out our opinion,” one nurse told us, echoing many others. “They treat us like handmaidens. It’s demeaning and frustrating.” Later, we had the opportunity to ask the same question to more than a half-dozen surgeons on the same unit. They, too, were nearly unanimous in their response: lack of appreciation from hospital administrators.


Perhaps no human need is more neglected in the workplace than to feel valued. Noticing what’s wrong and what’s not working in our lives is a hardwired survival instinct. Expressing appreciation requires more conscious intention. Feeling appreciated is as important to us as food. The need to be valued begins at birth and never goes away. Failure to thrive is a syndrome in which newborns don’t gain sufficient weight to develop normally. One key cause, research suggests, is the absence of touch, stimulation, and care from the primary caregiver. Without love and attention, babies become depressed and withdrawn. Very quickly, they lose the motivation to eat and to interact with others. They also begin to develop cognitive deficits, become more prone to infections, and, in extreme cases, even die. They literally become flatliners.


Most adults obviously have better coping mechanisms, but the deep need for connection and warm regard persists through our lives and influences our performance to a remarkable degree. The single most important factor in whether or not employees choose to stay in a job, Gallup has found, is the quality of their relationship with their direct superiors. Gallup has uncovered twelve key factors that produce high engagement, productivity, and retention among employees. Fully half of them are connected to the issue of feeling valued—including receiving regular recognition or praise for doing good work, having a supervisor or someone at work who “cares about me as a person,” “having a best friend at work,” and having someone “who encourages my development.”


THE EMOTIONAL QUADRANTS


(Security)
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Happily, it turns out that we have far more influence over how we feel, regardless of what is going on around us, than we ordinarily exercise. Our first challenge is to become more aware of how we’re feeling at any given moment. The more we can observe our feelings, the more we can choose how to respond to them. The second challenge is learning to intentionally and regularly renew the positive emotions that best serve high performance.


Our hardwired response to perceived threat drains us of positive energy. The bigger our reservoir of value and well-being, the less emotionally vulnerable we are to the challenges we encounter every day. Resilience, the ability to recover quickly from an emotional setback, depends less on what occurs in any given circumstance than on the story we tell ourselves about what’s happened to us. Although we are hardwired to be alert to danger and threat, we can also systematically train ourselves to be more aware of what’s worth appreciating in our lives and to actively seek out people and activities that make us feel better about ourselves. Consciously cultivating a more realistically optimistic perspective refuels our emotional reservoir.


Our core need at the mental level is self-expression, the freedom to put our unique skills and talents to effective use in the world. Self-expression is fueled by our capacity to control the placement of our attention and to focus on one thing at a time. The optimal movement in this dimension is between deductive, analytic thinking, aimed at accomplishing a specific task—the Tactical Zone—and wider, more open focus that prompts creative and strategic thinking—the Big-Picture Zone.


We live in a world of infinite distractions and endless demands. Many of us juggle several tasks at a time and struggle to focus on any one of them for very long. Lack of absorbed focus takes a toll on the depth and quality of whatever we do, and it’s also an inefficient way to work, extending the time it takes to finish any given task.


At the individual level, the work of self-expression begins with recognizing that our minds have minds of their own. To tame them, we must systematically build our capacity for focus. The more control we have of our attention, the freer we are to make purposeful choices about where to put it and for how long. That’s what the best violinists in Ericsson’s study accomplished by setting aside uninterrupted periods of time in which to do their most challenging work. In the process, they not only developed their musical skills but also their skill at absorbed focus. Eventually, they discovered that 90 minutes was the longest period of time during which they could sustain the highest level of attention.


From an early age, we’re taught a form of tactical attention that we use to solve problems logically and deductively and to work step-by-step toward a desired outcome. To do so, we depend largely on the left hemisphere of our brain, where language resides. In order to think more creatively, imaginatively and strategically, we need to cultivate a more intuitive, metaphorical attention that calls preeminently on the right hemisphere of the brain. It’s only by learning to move freely and flexibly between right and left hemisphere mode—the upper-right and lower-right quadrants—that we can access the whole brain and achieve the highest and richest level of thinking.


THE FOCUS QUADRANTS


(Self-expression)
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The parallel challenge for leaders and organizations is to create work environments that free and encourage people to focus in absorbed ways without constant interruptions. One obvious way is to encourage more frequent renewal. At Ernst & Young, we conducted two pilot programs in which groups of employees were given the opportunity to regularly renew themselves in the middle of their busiest tax season. At E&Y, young accountants are typically expected to work twelve to fourteen-hour days in the highest-demand months between January and April, six and seven days a week. It’s often debilitating and demoralizing.


We taught teams of E&Y accountants to work instead in more focused, efficient ways for ninety minutes at a time and then take breaks. We also encouraged them to renew intermittently throughout the day. Many of them began taking off an hour in the afternoons to work out at a nearby gym, an unthinkable option before we launched the pilot. When they returned to work at 4 or 5 P.M.—a time at which their productivity typically began to diminish dramatically—they consistently reported feeling reenergized and better able to focus. Because they were able to get more work accomplished in the later afternoon, they were often able to leave work earlier in the evening. The result was more time to relax at home and more time to sleep, which allowed them to return to work the next day more energized and better able to fully engage.


Encouraging employees to set aside sacrosanct time to think creatively, strategically, and long term is countercultural in most organizations, which are typically focused on immediate results and urgent deadlines. Google is a company that specifically encourages more creative thinking. Its engineers have long been permitted to invest up to 20 percent of their time in projects of their own choosing, based on whatever interests them. Even so, many feel such urgent pressure from their everyday responsibilities that they struggle to get around to their own projects.


The need for significance at work is a manifestation of our inborn hunger for meaning in our lives. We call this spiritual energy, and it is fueled by connection to. The optimal movement in this dimension is between nurturing in the lower-right quadrant on page 19, and expressing those values through our actions, in the upper-right quadrant. Values are aspirations, and they come to life only through our behaviors.


Meaning and significance may seem like luxuries, but they’re a unique source of energy that ignites passion, focus, and perseverance. Tapping spiritual energy begins with defining what we stand for amid all the forces that press on us. At his sentencing for the crimes he committed, the Watergate coconspirator Jeb Stuart Magruder told the judge, “Somewhere between my ambition and my ideals, I lost my moral compass.”


Deeply held values help us to avoid being whipsawed by whatever winds happen to be blowing around us. Values provide an internal source of direction for our behaviors. Unlike Magruder, most of us don’t cross the line into breaking the law, but we’re all confronted with opportunities to make expedient choices and to rationalize them after the fact. The antidote is taking the time to reflect not on what we want right now but on what will make us feel best about ourselves over time.


Unlike the other three quadrants, the spiritual quadrants contain no descriptive adjectives. That’s because the qualities that fuel spiritual energy are more subjective than those in the other three quadrants. You’ll choose these adjectives for yourself in chapter 18.


Purpose is the external expression of what we stand for. The majority of people we meet lack a strong sense of purpose in their jobs, beyond taking home a paycheck and building their careers. Many of us are so busy trying to serve clients and customers—to simply do our jobs—that we don’t spend much time or energy thinking about what we really want or how our choices affect others.


While selfishness makes us smaller and takes a toll on others, the costs of selflessness can be equally depleting. That’s especially true for nurses, teachers, social workers and others who work in the helping professions. Serving others can become so preoccupying that it occurs at expense to our own well-being and eventually to those we’re committed to serving. “Compassion fatigue” is characterized by symptoms such as depression, inability to focus, decreased effectiveness, burnout, and breakdown. For people who spend their lives giving to others, the challenge is to equally value their own needs—to renew themselves both for their own sake and so they can serve others more effectively.


The intrinsic mission of service organizations such as hospitals, NGOs, and schools can powerfully fuel people’s need for meaning and purpose. But what about the vast majority of companies that don’t so obviously manufacture products or offer services that clearly contribute to the greater good? Leaders of such companies can still build cultures that give people the opportunity to live their values and to feel purposeful at work.


Take Zappos.com, which sells shoes and other clothing. Not long ago, I spent a day visiting the Zappos headquarters, which are located in a bland industrial park in a suburb of Las Vegas. The vast majority of its employees are customer service representatives paid between $12 and $18 an hour, but many find their jobs very satisfying. Zappos inspires employees not only by treating them exceptionally well and by giving them an opportunity to express themselves as individuals, but also by generating a shared mission around providing an extraordinary level of service to customers.


THE SPIRITUAL QUADRANTS


(Significance)


[image: Images]


In most call centers, employees are evaluated partly by how quickly they can get onto and off of calls with customers. These employees typically work from a tight script. At Zappos, agents are encouraged to stay on the phone in order to genuinely connect with customers and to build a relationship that is more likely to endure. This approach not only serves customers well but also makes employees proud to work at Zappos. Employees find significance less from the products they sell than from the relationships they nurture.



MEETING PEOPLE’S CORE NEEDS


“How can we get more out of our people?” leaders regularly ask us. We suggest they pose a different question: “How can I more intentionally invest in meeting the multidimensional needs of our employees so they’re freed, fueled, and inspired to bring the best of themselves to work every day?” We live in a vastly more complex world that is changing at warp speed. The perilous state of the economy over the past several years has exacerbated people’s fears everywhere. The systems that worked in the past won’t in the future.


To build competitive advantage, organizations must help employees to cultivate qualities that have never before been critical—among them authenticity, empathy, self-awareness, constant creativity, an internal sense of purpose, and, perhaps above all, resilience in the face of relentless change. Whatever our employers do, we will serve ourselves well to cultivate these same qualities in order to be more effective and more satisfied, both on the job and off.






CHAPTER ONE ACTION STEPS


•  Reflect on the four key energy needs: sustainability (physical); security (emotional); self-expression (mental); and significance (spiritual). How well are you meeting these needs? Where do you feel you’re falling short? What are the costs to you and to others in your life?


•  Think of a typical day at work. How much of your day do you spend working without breaks for long periods of time? Schedule a midmorning and midafternoon break to experiment with refueling.


•  Identify one of your employees whose work isn’t as good as you think it could be. Which of the four core needs could you do a better job of helping that person to meet? If you’re not certain, sit down and have a conversation with this person about what he or she needs more of from you. If you don’t supervise anyone, think about these questions in regard to your best friend at work.








CHAPTER TWO





We Can’t Change What We Don’t Notice


Human beings have continued to evolve by leaps and bounds in terms of what can be externally measured and observed. Athletes keep breaking records. Scientists understand ever more deeply the causes of diseases and discover new ways of treating them. Technology is more powerful, more multifunctional, and less expensive to produce than ever. But for all these extraordinary external advances, we’ve devoted remarkably little attention to better understanding our inner world. We’ve accumulated vast knowledge but woefully little self-knowledge.


“We are already the most overinformed, underreflective people in the history of civilization,” argue Robert Kegan and Lisa Lahey, Harvard-based psychologists and leading adult developmental thinkers. “True development is about transforming the operating system itself, not just increasing your fund of knowledge or your behavioral repertoire.” The same principle applies at the organizational level. Our current capacities, say Kegan and Lahey, “no longer suffice in a world that calls for leaders who can not only run but also reconstitute their organizations—its norms, missions and culture.”


“Flatland” is the name that the writer and philosopher Ken Wilber has given to the arid, two-dimensional worldview that prevails in so many organizations and in our culture more broadly. This view grew, Wilber argues, out of a much earlier inflection point: the Enlightenment and the resulting rise of scientific materialism. “If something couldn’t be studied and described in an objective empirical fashion, then it wasn’t ‘really real,’ ” Wilber explains. “All knowledge had to be objective it-knowledge, and so all of reality began to look like a bunch of ‘its’ with no subject, no consciousness, no selves, no morals, no values, no interiors, no depths.” Even Albert Einstein recognized the limitations of the extraordinary discoveries he made. “It would be possible to describe everything scientifically,” he wrote, “but it would make no sense; it would be without meaning, as if you described a Beethoven symphony as variation of wave pressure.”


Our expanding knowledge of the external world got us to where we are. Without a richer understanding of who we are and the full range of needs we must address, we’ll remain insufficiently equipped to address the huge challenges we face. Fortunately, there is a way out. It’s begins with self-awareness. As Daniel Goleman has written, inspired by the psychiatrist R. D. Laing,


The range of what we think and do


Is limited by what we fail to notice


And because we fail to notice


That we fail to notice


There is little we can do


To change


Until we notice


How failing to notice


Shapes our thoughts and deeds.


The failure to connect behavior to its inevitable consequences shows up in our lives every day. We begin our work with clients by asking them to undertake an “energy audit” and answer questions like these:


•  To what extent do you eat right, work out regularly, and get enough sleep?


•  Are you eager and excited to get to work in the morning?


•  Do you focus your attention on your most important priorities, and are you as productive as you could be?


•  Are you motivated by a clear sense of purpose at work—something beyond your self-interest?


•  Do you positively energize and inspire those you lead and manage?


In most cases, our clients find they’re uneasy and dissatisfied with their answers. It isn’t that they discover anything they didn’t already know. The discomfort comes from recognizing how they’ve resisted connecting the dots in their lives and seeing, aggregated in one place ,all the examples of how they’re selling themselves short.


It’s no different for leaders. During the past decade, we’ve asked hundreds of them this question:


“Do you think your people perform better when they’re healthier and happier?” Almost invariably, the answer is “Yes.” Then we ask one more question:


“Does your organization regularly invest in people’s health and happiness?” The answer is nearly always “No.”


In both sets of questions, to individuals and leaders, our goal is to create discomfort. As people begin to connect the dots, the picture that emerges is rarely pretty. Most of us work long hours and feel a relentless sense of urgency. We juggle multiple demands without feeling we’re devoting sufficient time to the most important tasks. We arrive home in the evenings with little energy left for our families. We spend too little time thinking strategically and long term, too little time taking care of ourselves, and too little time simply enjoying our lives. In many cases, the thirty minutes or so our clients invest in answering our list of questions is the first time they’ve ever stopped long enough to examine the benefits and costs of the choices they’re making.


We conclude the exercise by asking them to wrestle with this question:


Is the life you’re leading worth the price you’re paying to live it?


RICHER, DEEPER, MORE REFLECTIVE


Several years ago, I met with a fifty-something senior executive at a large company to discuss the increasing demands on his organization’s consultants, particularly due to their fierce travel demands and long hours.


This executive—we’ll call him Carl—began by speaking enthusiastically about the strategies he had devised for making his own travel easier: the right time to get to the airport, the best hotels to stay in and the best restaurants to eat at, and the trick to fitting in meetings in two cities in the course of a single day. It was clear that he was deeply invested in his work.


But Carl was also significantly overweight. In the course of our conversation, he acknowledged that he rarely took time to exercise on the road, skipped meals, and then often ate too much, almost never got a full night’s sleep, and seldom spent more than a day at home during any given workweek. On this particular afternoon, it so happened, he was about to fly home a day earlier than usual in order to drive his only child to college, which she was due to start that week.


“What does your family think about your travel schedule?” I asked.


Carl thought for a moment; began to answer and then his voice got caught in his throat. Tears formed in his eyes. In that brief and fleeting moment, just as his daughter prepared to leave home, Carl recognized a cost he hadn’t allowed himself to feel before.


Two weeks later, Tony found himself standing in the back of a large conference room as the chief executive of Carl’s company gave a welcoming talk to several hundred of his employees who’d gathered for a meeting. A charismatic man, proud of the several hundred thousand miles he flew every year, this CEO—let’s call him Bill—opened his remarks with a story about how he’d returned a few nights earlier from an extended overseas business trip and landed back home at 4 A.M. “It was dark outside, and I could have gone home to get some sleep, take a shower, and change clothes,” Bill explained exuberantly. “But I realized that this was an incredible opportunity to go straight to the office and get a couple of hours of work done, with no interruptions, before anyone else arrived. And that’s exactly what I did.”


Carl was a product of that culture, and he had mostly gone numb to the consequences, just the way his CEO had. What Bill failed to recognize is that he might have been reenergized by a few more hours of sleep, by relaxing over breakfast at home, or by reconnecting with his wife and children after having been on the road for a week. Nor did it dawn on him that by taking some time to renew he might have been more alert, productive, creative, and even inspiring to others once he did get to work. Finally, whether he intended it or not, Bill’s story sent a message to his employees that the path to success at this company was to follow his lead, even if that meant inexorably draining their energy and engagement.


As the CEO of the accounting firm KPMG, Eugene O’Kelly lived his life much the way Bill still lives his. “My calendar was perpetually extended out over the next eighteen months,” O’Kelly has written. “I was always moving at a hundred miles per hour. I worked all the time. I worked weekends. I worked late into many nights. I missed virtually every school function for my younger daughter. My annual travel schedule averaged, conservatively, 150,000 miles. Over the course of my last decade with the firm, I did manage to squeeze in workday lunches with my wife. Twice.”


In 2004, at the age of fifty-four, O’Kelly was diagnosed with a terminal brain tumor. During the final months of his life, he wrote a book entitled Chasing Daylight, about the life he’d lived. “What if I hadn’t worked so hard?” he wondered. “What if, aside from doing my job and doing it well, I had actually used the bully pulpit of my position to be a role model for balance? Had I done so intentionally, who’s to say that, besides having more time with my family, I wouldn’t also have been even more focused at work? More creative? More productive? . . . But I didn’t. Not in the many years I was pushing. It took inoperable late stage brain cancer to get me to examine things from this angle.” O’Kelly died shortly after writing those words.


The limitation of many people we meet begins with a lack of awareness, a failure to see the consequences of the choices they’re making in their own lives and in the lives of those they care about most. It’s nearly axiomatic that the more continuously we work, the less likely we are to notice how we’re feeling.


Awareness has multiple dimensions. We typically ask our clients to consider it from three angles: How long is your perspective? How wide is your vision? And, perhaps most important, how deeply are you willing to look? Taking a longer view requires moving beyond our instinctive focus on immediate gratification. A wider view means regularly moving beyond our narrow self-interest to take into account the impact of our everyday behaviors on others. Seeing more deeply requires seeing in—the willingness to observe ourselves with unflinching honesty.


Awareness increases our knowledge, and knowledge enriches us. The more we’re willing to see, the bigger our world becomes. Learning to observe our feelings as they arise, rather than simply acting them out, allows us to make more reflective, intentional choices about how we want to show up in the world.


Each of us has an infinite capacity for self-deception. We become skilled at denial because it helps us avoid discomfort. “Our efforts at self-justification are designed to serve our need to feel good about what we have done, what we believe, and who we are,” explain Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson in their wonderfully titled book Mistakes Were Made (but Not by Me). “To err is human,” they go on, “but humans then have a choice between covering up or fessing up. We are forever being told that we should learn from our mistakes, but how can we learn unless we first admit that we have made any?” Or as the psychologist Sandra Schneider puts it, “Self-deception is marked by a lack of attempt to gain reality checks. It relies on an exclusively confirmatory approach to information processing.”


The fear of what we’ll see keeps us from looking at ourselves more honestly. Denial prompts a cycle that feeds on itself. “Each violation of one’s standard brings negative affect that makes it unpleasant to be self-aware,” writes the psychologist Roy Baumeister. “The person avoids monitoring his or her own behavior, which makes further violations possible. The longer this goes on, the more unpleasant it is to resume monitoring oneself, because one must recognize that one has severely violated desired patterns of behavior.”


Instead, we squander energy in rationalizing, minimizing, and justifying our expedient behaviors. It’s notable, for example, that almost no major players in the recent financial meltdown ever stepped forward to take personal responsibility for the catastrophic decisions so many of them made. “The greatest of faults,” said the philosopher Thomas Carlyle, “is to be conscious of none.” By contrast, the willingness to take responsibility for our missteps and shortcomings frees up energy to learn, grow, and add value.


EMBRACING OPPOSITES


Above all, seeing more depends on excluding less. We each have a tendency to choose sides: right or wrong, good or bad, black or white, win or lose. Certainty makes us feel safer, especially in times of anxiety and change. But the consequence is that we create a narrow, more two-dimensional world for ourselves, even as the world around us grows ever more complex.


By embracing our own opposites and getting comfortable with our contradictions, we build richer, deeper lives. This is especially crucial for leaders, who must weigh multiple points of view, balance conflicting priorities, serve numerous constituencies, and make decisions about issues with no easy answers. “I don’t do nuance,” George W. Bush was often quoted as bragging. But nuance is precisely what we need now more than ever: the willingness to recognize shades of gray, grapple with paradox, acknowledge ambiguity, make subtle distinctions, and resist premature certainty. “Do I contradict myself?” Walt Whitman asked in “Song of Myself.” “Very well, then I contradict myself. I am large, I contain multitudes.”


Consider, for a moment, the following qualities:






	Extroverted


	Introspective







	Decisive


	Open-minded







	Confident


	Humble







	Logical


	Intuitive







	Tactical


	Reflective







	Pragmatic


	Visionary







	Discerning


	Accepting







	Honest


	Compassionate







	Courageous


	Prudent







	Tenacious


	Flexible







	Tough-minded


	Empathic








Which quality do you most value in each pair? Circle your choices before you read any further.


Is there any doubt that most of us tend to choose sides between qualities, valuing one in preference to its opposite? Many companies value the whole constellation of qualities on the left side far more than those on the right. But by celebrating one set of qualities and undervaluing another, we lose access to essential dimensions of ourselves—and others.


Many organizations build leadership programs around “competency models,” a list of core skills they expect all leaders to cultivate. Far more of the qualities in the left-hand column appear in these competency models than do those in the right-hand column. No leadership model we’ve come across acknowledges the value of being able to move freely and flexibly between the opposite qualities we need to perform at our nuanced best.


In direct reaction to the competency models, the Gallup Organization began focusing a decade ago on something it calls “strength-based” leadership. Gallup’s premise is that we’re better served by cultivating our intrinsic strengths rather than by trying to fix our weaknesses. It’s a seductive notion, but also a limited one.


The research of Anders Ericsson and others makes it clear that excellence depends above all on practice and less so on intrinsic talent. With the right kind of practice, we can develop nearly any skill. The deeper limitation of the Gallup focus on strengths is that it’s a classic choosing up of sides. Doing so creates a false choice, much the way competency advocates do by focusing solely on fixing weaknesses. Neither approach is sufficient by itself. On the one hand, it’s undeniably more demanding and frustrating to improve in our areas of weakness than to build on our existing strengths. It’s also true that we’re likely to be most effective doing whatever it is we already enjoy most and do best. On the other hand, a sole focus on strengths creates its own problems. “There is always an optimal value,” explained the philosopher Gregory Bateson, “beyond which anything is toxic, no matter what: oxygen, sleep, psychotherapy, philosophy.” The Stoic philosophers referred to this paradox as anacoluthia, the mutual entailment of the virtues. No virtue, they argued, is a virtue by itself. Even the noblest virtues have their limits.


Honesty in the absence of compassion becomes cruelty. Tenacity unmediated by flexibility congeals into rigidity. Confidence untempered by humility is arrogance. Courage without prudence is recklessness. Because all virtues are connected to others, any strength overused ultimately becomes a liability. Inhaling deeply is useful, but only if we’re equally capable of exhaling just as deeply. Even pleasure and pain are connected. Pushing beyond our comfort zone is uncomfortable, but it’s the only means by which we can learn and grow, and ultimately perform better and experience deeper satisfaction. This understanding has ancient roots. In Chinese philosophy, yin and yang refer to opposing forces that are actually interdependent and part of a greater whole. Seng-ts’an, a Chinese Zen master, put it this way: “If you want the truth to stand clear before you, never be for or against. The struggle between ‘for’ and ‘against’ is the mind’s worst disease.”


We create the highest value not by focusing solely on our strengths or by ignoring our weaknesses, but by being attentive to both. Nowhere is this more critical than in the way we see ourselves. “Loving oneself is no easy matter . . .” writes the psychologist James Hillman, “because it means loving all of oneself, including the shadow where one is inferior and socially so unacceptable. The care one gives this humiliating part is also the cure, but the moral dimension can never be abandoned. Thus is the cure a paradox requiring two incommensurables: the moral recognition that these parts of me are burdensome and intolerable and must change, and the loving, laughing acceptance which takes them just as they are, joyfully, forever. One both tries hard and lets go, both judges harshly and joins gladly.” Through this embracing self-acceptance, we’re freed both to acknowledge the obstacles we face and to build the capacities we need to perform at our best.






CHAPTER TWO ACTION STEPS


•  Go to www.theenergyproject.com and take the Energy Audit to gauge how effectively you are currently managing your own energy across the four key energy dimensions. Identify the specific behavior that you feel is most getting in the way of your greater effectiveness and satisfaction. Why haven’t you addressed it before now?


•  Start a journal to build your awareness about how you are feeling at different points during the day. Choose one or two specific times during the day to check in with yourself. Observing our emotions allows us to be more intentional about our behaviors and more effective with others. How are you feeling right now? Can you identify why?


•  Strengths overused eventually become liabilities. List three of your greatest strengths on a sheet of paper, giving yourself room to write underneath each one. Now identify the way you tend to behave when you overrely on these strengths. Ask a colleague at work for feedback about how you overuse one of the strengths you’ve identified.








CHAPTER THREE





We’re Creatures of Habit


Will and discipline are wildly overrated. That’s why we struggle so hard to make changes that last. Even when the need for change is obvious and our intentions are strong we often fall short. Consider:


•  Ninety-five percent of those who lose weight on a diet regain it, and a significant percentage gain back more than they originally lost.
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