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Praise for Inspire Greatness


“It’s not often that a business book completely disrupts the status quo. Inspire Greatness does exactly that. In this engaging book you’ll discover a compelling explanation for why the average levels of employee engagement and motivation haven’t improved in more than 20 years, along with an innovative solution that will help you and your organization to improve and sustain employee engagement and performance. If you are a leader of people, the learning moments shared in Inspire Greatness are must-reads!”


—Garry Ridge, Chairman Emeritus, WD-40 Company, and The Culture Coach


“Inspire Greatness presents an innovative, systematic approach to developing highly engaged and motivated employees. With practical strategies and actionable steps, Matt Tenney offers a path any leader can follow to consistently inspire and empower individuals to reach their full potential. This transformative guide equips leaders and leadership teams with a process and tools for building a sustainable, high-performance culture that drives organizational success and helps employees thrive.“


—Skip Prichard, CEO, OCLC, Inc., and Author, The Book of Mistakes: 9 Secrets to Creating a Successful Future


“In Inspire Greatness, Matt Tenney has done an exceptional job of presenting a clear, concise, and compelling game plan to improve employee engagement, company culture, and organizational success. His narrative style is a stand-out feature, making this book an engaging read that avoids overwhelming the reader with complex terminology. Instead, it offers straightforward explanations and real-life examples of what drives human behavior and helps managers unleash discretionary effort. I highly recommend this book to any leader who wants to more consistently serve team members and inspire peak performance.”


—Lou Gizzarelli, President, Quadient Canada


“Inspire Greatness is a groundbreaking book on employee motivation and engagement. Matt Tenney highlights the importance of routinely executing often-overlooked fundamentals of leadership and includes a practical road map for being a leader who consistently inspires high levels of performance. Inspire Greatness is a must-read for all leaders—from the front line to the C-Suite—who want to be better leaders of teams and improve business results.”


—Mark Smith, Executive Director, Global Talent, The Kraft Heinz Company


“In Inspire Greatness, Matt Tenney shares an ‘engagement acceleration formula’ that can be easily scaled across an entire organization. I strongly recommend this insightful book to all leaders, especially those looking to improve sales by helping sales managers be better coaches and leaders of fast-growing startups, which need a repeatable process for leadership development to ensure they maintain a strong culture during periods of rapid growth.”


—Mark Roberge, Cofounder, Stage 2 Capital; Senior Lecturer, Harvard Business School; Founding CRO, HubSpot; and Bestselling Author, The Sales Acceleration Formula


“Inspire Greatness is an inspirational and thought-provoking book. Matt Tenney offers valuable insights and practical wisdom on how to lead in a way that makes a positive impact on the performance, growth, and well-being of team members. Matt’s engaging storytelling and real-world examples will empower you to cultivate a culture of greatness in your team and your organization. Inspire Greatness is a must-read for anyone looking to be more effective as a leader while also finding deeper meaning and fulfillment at work. Using Matt’s simple four-step approach, you’ll learn how to create simple habits for consistently bringing out the best in the people you lead.”


—Alyssa Thach, Cofounder and CEO, Pierpoint International


“Inspire Greatness should become mandatory reading for every business leader in every industry. Matt Tenney has distilled the essence of leadership to the single most important responsibility that must be at the top of every leader’s job description: ‘to inspire greatness in one’s team by serving as a coach who helps others to be happy, great human beings, who do great work.’ I wish Matt had written this book forty years ago, when I first started in business. It would have helped me avoid the costly mistakes I made while managing my team of 400 staff. This is not just another philosophical leadership book, but is jam-packed with research, unforgettable examples, and prescriptive action plans that when implemented will significantly elevate any company’s engagement, productivity, and profits.”


—Russell M. Kern, CEO, Kern and Partners, and Founder and former CEO, Kern Agency, An Omnicom Company


“Inspire Greatness is an engaging, page-turner of a book that includes a very innovative approach to employee motivation and engagement. We’ve applied the guidance Matt offers in this book to help us increase employee engagement, dramatically reduce employee turnover, and navigate the uncharted territory of being the first national law firm to implement a four-day workweek for both attorneys and staff. I highly recommend this book!”


—Steve Fields, Founder and CEO, Fields Law Firm


“In the crowded field of leadership development books, Inspire Greatness stands out and shines. Matt Tenney offers a unique approach for improving employee motivation and engagement that is both simple and much more effective than the traditional approach. I strongly recommend this book to any leader who would like a repeatable process for quickly and sustainably improving both the performance and well-being of managers and team members.”


—Craig Simpkins, Global Leader, Finance, Early Talent Development, Johnson Controls


“In the ever-evolving landscape of human resources (HR), finding strategies to effectively motivate employees is a constant pursuit. This book brilliantly addresses this challenge with an approach that is both practical and insightful.


As Vice President of Human Resources, I am always on the lookout for resources that provide actionable solutions to enhance employee engagement and drive organizational success. Inspire Greatness delivers precisely that. The author’s commitment to simplicity, repeatability, and scalability resonates deeply with HR professionals like me, who are seeking sustainable methods to inspire and empower their leaders.


What sets this book apart is its emphasis on a process that is not only grounded in research and best practices but also adaptable to various industries and company sizes. The real-world examples and case studies provide invaluable context, making the strategies easy to grasp and implement.


Inspire Greatness is a must-read for HR leaders, managers, and anyone passionate about cultivating a thriving workplace culture. Matt Tenney’s expertise and passion for employee motivation shine through, offering a comprehensive guide that will undoubtedly become a cornerstone for HR professionals and leaders seeking to make a meaningful impact.


I wholeheartedly recommend Inspire Greatness as a game-changing addition to the toolkit of anyone invested in creating a motivated, engaged, and high-performing workforce.”


—Maryana Sinishtay, Vice President of Human Resources, Diamond Properties & Diamond Hospitality Group


“I love this book! Matt Tenney offers a simple, practical path to consistently closing the gap between who we aspire to be as leaders and how we actually show up each day. Inspire Greatness is the best book I have read on the topic of effectively serving and bringing out the best in team members, and it is a must-read for any modern leader.”


—Felix Frowein, Senior Vice President, Global Consumer Fragrances at dsm-firmenich


“Groundbreaking and actionable, Inspire Greatness is a master class in leadership. It’s a data-driven, no-nonsense guide that will transform managers into inspirational leaders. In a world filled with leadership manuals, Inspire Greatness stands out as a must-read.”


—Derick Dickens, Senior Vice President of Training, Civic Federal Credit Union
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This book is dedicated to you. May it help you to be a highly effective leader who inspires greatness in others, and to realize deep meaning and fulfillment in your work.










INTRODUCTION



As of this writing, a search on Amazon.com for “leadership books” yields over sixty thousand results. Could there possibly be anything new to say on this subject?


I certainly hope there is because, as you’ll discover in chapter one of this book, research from the Gallup organization shows that, on average, we leaders have not improved our ability to lead people at all over the last twenty years. Perhaps this is one reason people keep writing leadership books.


I believe another reason so many books have been written on this topic is that leadership is thought of as an art, not a science. There are many different leadership styles, and even more opinions regarding which style will yield the best results. And when leadership principles and ideas are shared, they tend to not be shared as part of a holistic, systematic approach that any leader could apply, regardless of one’s leadership style or natural ability, to more consistently drive high levels of performance.


What if there was an algorithm, a repeatable process, based on decades of research on what motivates employees, that any leader could follow to consistently bring out the best in her team?


This is a question I’ve wrestled with for the last decade, since the publication of my first book, Serve to Be Great: Leadership Lessons from a Prison, a Monastery, and a Boardroom. My intent with that book was to inspire people to think differently about leadership and focus more on taking good care of employees.


Apparently, there is a strong appetite for this type of message. The book has done well and, over the last ten years, I’ve been invited to deliver hundreds of keynote speeches and training programs for universities, associations, midsize businesses you’ve probably never heard of, and some of the most recognizable companies in the world, like Keller Williams, Marriott, and Salesforce.


Although I do agree that there is value to programs that inspire people to think differently, and I truly enjoy delivering keynotes and training programs, something has been missing for me over the last ten years. I aspire to make even more of an impact by helping people transform ideas into new behaviors that become new habits.


Thus, over the past ten years, I have spent much of my time searching for a repeatable process leaders could use to create lasting behavior changes that consistently drive high levels of employee engagement and retention.


In 2021, while researching employee engagement survey practices, I stumbled upon a key insight that solves the most important problems regarding both leadership development and employee engagement. Much to my surprise, this insight also resulted in the discovery of a simple, repeatable, scalable process that any leader can follow, regardless of one’s leadership style or natural leadership ability, to transform ideas into lasting behaviors that are proven to increase employee engagement.


This process is supported by decades of research on what the most successful leaders, teams, and organizations do to create high levels of employee engagement and performance. And it has been further refined with clients of the company I founded in 2022, PeopleThriver, which uses software to automate the approach to leadership development and employee engagement you’ll learn in this book.* PeopleThriver clients range from companies with 50 employees to the Fortune 100, which has helped us learn a great deal about what works in the real world and what doesn’t.


In Part 1 of this book, you’ll learn the simple, four-step process that I discovered for consistently bringing out the best in team members. And if you’re an executive (a leader of leaders), or a human resources or people operations professional, you’ll discover how to apply this powerful process to build and scale an entire leadership team that creates consistently high levels of employee engagement, attracts and retains top talent, and drives sustainable high performance.


In Part 2, you’ll discover simple behaviors for consistently bringing out the best in team members and how to use the process outlined in Part 1 to transform what you read into lasting habits.


I certainly don’t think this is the only book you should ever read on leadership. There are many excellent books on leadership that I believe can be very helpful.


However, I am very confident that this book will help you see leadership as less of an art and more of a science. It will help you transform the ideas you learn in this book (and in other leadership books) into meaningful, lasting behaviors by applying a simple, repeatable, scalable process that empowers you and the other leaders in your organization to consistently inspire greatness in your team members.


* Interested readers can learn more at PeopleThriver.com.
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A Simple, Repeatable, Scalable Process for Consistently Bringing Out the Best in Your Team Members
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Employee Engagement


One of the Greatest Mysteries in Business


Jennifer is a young, charismatic woman with lots of energy. She is one of the apparently rare people who seem to be able to do it all. She is extremely organized, has an incredible work ethic, and also deeply cares about people.


This combination of traits helped her advance very quickly in her career in people operations (people ops), earning her numerous promotions in just a few years, and an offer to take on a high-level role as a regional director of human resources (HR). Jennifer accepted the offer and was very excited to jump right into her new role. Her goal was to make a noticeable impact in her first sixty days.


She was well aware that there was a lot of work to be done, but this is what Jennifer lives for. Her primary motivator is making an impact, and she was very confident that there was tremendous untapped potential for the company and the nearly nine hundred employees she served.


Her priority was to reduce employee turnover at the company, which had reached a staggering 55 percent. This was much higher than the average turnover rate for their industry.


She knew that after accounting for the costs of hiring and lost team productivity, the Gallup organization estimates the true cost of losing one mid-level employee is approximately the annual salary of that employee. So, she used a simple formula for determining the true cost of turnover for the company (Number of Employees × Average Non-C-Suite Salary × Turnover Rate), and calculated that turnover was costing the company over $28 million per year. She realized that just getting the turnover rate down to the industry average of 25 percent would save her company over $15 million per year.


One morning, after just a few weeks with the company, she was reading an exit interview conducted with an employee who had recently left. The interview provided some helpful clues for understanding the cause of the high turnover at the company.


David, the subject of the interview, was a dream employee. He was a top performer. He had already been promoted twice and was being compensated very well for his position, earning about $125,000 per year.


Then, after three years with the company, he unexpectedly gave his two weeks’ notice and left to go work for a competitor. Apparently, the competitor offered him just $5,000 more than his salary at Jennifer’s company. Jennifer was almost certain that David didn’t leave for a 4 percent pay raise.


Yet, this was a pretty common scenario at the company. Many employees said the reason they left was pay, but the pay increases were negligible. Jennifer knew that the real issue was the company culture.


Research published in MIT Sloan Management Review supported her diagnosis. The study analyzed thirty-four million online employee profiles to identify US workers who left their employer for any reason during a six-month period in 2021. According to the authors, “A toxic corporate culture is by far the strongest predictor of industry-adjusted attrition and is 10 times more important than compensation in predicting turnover.”


Although she didn’t think the culture at her new company was truly toxic, she knew there was a lot of room for improvement. Jennifer quickly developed a plan for improving the culture, starting with an employee engagement survey.


She knew that company culture, employee engagement, and employee retention are all very tightly correlated. She also knew that the issues uncovered with an employee engagement survey should help her take the actions necessary to improve the culture and reduce turnover.


Her team put a lot of work into preparing for the survey, launching the survey, poring through the results, and formulating a plan for addressing the issues they identified. Unfortunately, the survey questions didn’t translate well into easily actionable items. So, it took the HR team a couple hundred hours, spread out over three months, to create their plan.


It was clear from the survey results that most of the issues that needed to be addressed revolved around how well managers were leading their team members. So, Jennifer suggested to senior leaders that the organization invest in leadership development for all managers. The senior leadership team was motivated to reduce the $28 million cost of turnover, and agreed to invest in leadership training. However, the budget for the training was limited, and wouldn’t be available for at least three months.


The HR team did the best they could given the time and budget constraints. The leadership development training consisted of a few half-day workshops that occurred seven months after the survey from the previous year. The team was excited and optimistic that helping managers grow would make a significant impact.


The workshops seemed to be a hit. The feedback from the managers was almost all positive.


Five months after all the managers had attended the workshops, a year after the previous survey, Jennifer looked at the turnover numbers. Her heart nearly broke. Annual turnover had actually increased to 58 percent.


Not long after that, her team conducted the second annual employee engagement survey. According to the survey, employee engagement had actually become worse, too.


Sadly, Jennifer’s story is not unique. In fact, some variation of this story is the norm, not the exception.


The Power of Engaged Employees


Although the term “employee engagement” was first used in the 1990s, the concept has existed for as long as people have led teams. An engaged employee is an employee who is emotionally invested in her work and willing to give discretionary effort. In other words, an engaged employee is a motivated employee who is willing to go the extra mile to do great work and accomplish the mission.


Clearly, common sense would suggest that the more motivated, or engaged, employees there are in an organization, the better the performance of the organization; and the more unmotivated employees there are, the worse the performance. And, thanks to the Gallup organization, there is now a very large body of research quantifying the benefits of high levels of employee engagement, and the negative impact of unmotivated employees.


Below are just a few areas where Gallup routinely finds that companies in the top 25 percent of employee engagement levels outperform those in the bottom 25 percent:




	Approximately 81 percent lower absenteeism


	Approximately 30 percent better employee retention


	Ten percent better customer loyalty/engagement


	Approximately 18 percent better sales


	Approximately 23 percent higher profitability





Also, a broad meta-analysis Gallup conducted of employee engagement research found that companies with highly engaged workforces outperform their less-engaged peers by an incredible 147 percent in earnings per share. Gallup estimates that low employee engagement costs US businesses $500 billion annually and costs the global economy $7.8 trillion annually.


This is a good spot to pause and reflect for a moment. If a good number of your team members aren’t highly motivated, how much is it costing your team or organization?


The Mystery of Employee Engagement


Employee engagement has been formally measured by the Gallup organization since the year 2000. As you may be aware, when Gallup first started measuring employee engagement, the numbers were terrible. In 2001, in the US, only 30 percent—roughly one out of three employees—were engaged at work. The numbers outside the US were significantly worse.


The vast majority of employees were either not engaged, which means they were just showing up for the paycheck and doing the bare minimum that’s needed to keep their jobs, or they were actively disengaged, which means that they were actually undermining the performance of the rest of their teams and organizations.


Fortunately, we have an abundance of research conducted over the last fifty years that has provided very clear evidence for exactly what motivates employees and drives employee engagement in the workplace. This research is public knowledge, available to everyone. And, over the last twenty years, US companies alone have spent hundreds of billions of dollars on surveys and training programs trying to improve employee engagement in the workplace.


What types of results have we seen with this extremely powerful combination of knowing exactly what drives employee engagement and an enormous amount of resources being applied to increasing employee engagement? None.


That’s right. We have seen no statistically significant increase in the average levels of employee engagement in the last twenty years. As of this writing in 2023, in the US, the average level of employee engagement is still hovering slightly below one out of three (32 percent). And the numbers are still worse outside the US.


Of course, this begs the question:


Why haven’t we been able to improve employee engagement to any significant degree in the last twenty years despite knowing exactly what drives employee engagement and applying massive amounts of resources toward increasing employee engagement?


Why Employee Engagement Hasn’t Improved in Twenty Years


In 2021, while researching employee engagement survey practices, I stumbled upon the answer to the question above. I discovered that there are three persistent and extremely important issues, which, together, have resulted in the average levels of employee engagement not improving at all over the last twenty years:




	Employee engagement is perceived, incorrectly, as an “HR thing” that can be improved with perks and benefits. The result is that engagement initiatives tend to be separated by time and/or function from leadership development initiatives.

However, according to research from Gallup, at least 70 percent of employee engagement and retention is driven by direct managers. In order to quickly and sustainably improve employee engagement and retention, there needs to be a heavy focus on leadership development, and leadership development needs to be tightly synchronized with efforts to measure and improve employee engagement.




	
Unfortunately, even when leadership training is offered, research suggests that as much as 85–90 percent of it fails to create any lasting improvements.

For leadership training to produce a return on investment, it can’t just be an information transfer. Leadership training needs to effectively build new habits that stick, and that are proven to improve engagement and retention and drive sustainable high performance.




	The act of measuring employee engagement almost always has a negative impact on trust in leadership, and thus on employee engagement and retention. The typical annual survey process often actually does more harm than good, primarily because it results in long time gaps between feedback and meaningful action in response to that feedback.

Employee feedback needs to be gathered in a way that makes it easy to quickly respond to the feedback. This makes it possible to get feedback and measure engagement in a way that, in and of itself, builds confidence and trust in leadership, and improves employee engagement and retention.







It is extremely important to note that the primary reason employee engagement hasn’t improved in the last twenty years is that all three of these issues are intimately interconnected. There have been attempts to solve the issues above separately. However, in order to finally solve the puzzle of employee engagement, and see significant, sustainable improvements in engagement levels, all three of the issues above need to be resolved at the same time.


It was only when I saw how the three issues above work together (or have failed to work together over the last two decades) that the solution to the problem became obvious. And the simple, four-step process that I discovered (and is supported by decades of research on employee engagement) can be applied by any leader to consistently drive high levels of engagement and performance on her team. You’ll learn this four-step process in this book.


If you’re an executive (a leader of leaders), or an HR or people ops professional, you’ll discover how to apply this powerful process to build and scale an entire leadership team that creates consistently high levels of employee engagement, attracts and retains top talent, and drives sustainable high performance.


Let’s start with the foundational issue, the very common misperception that employee engagement is an “HR thing.” Ironically, this misperception is fueled in part by the illusion of being known as a “best place to work.”


The Illusion of Being a “Best Place to Work”


Ana is one of the smartest, most driven people I have met. She was born to extremely hardworking parents in Mexico City, where hard work is ingrained in the culture. Ana’s work ethic is paired with an intense curiosity and excellent listening skills, and her resume is filled with positions at well-known tech companies that make her a constant target of recruiters trying to entice her to come work for the companies they represent.


A few years ago, a company was able to successfully pull her away from one of the most well-known tech giants in the world, known for being among the best places to work. When I asked Ana about why she would leave such a well-known company with a great culture, her answer surprised me.


She said, “The culture there is an illusion. Many teams inside the company are actually toxic.”


How does this happen?


Over the last twenty years or so, an incredible body of work has been created around the importance of having a “great place to work.” There are now a number of lists that rank the best places to work in a wide range of categories.


On the whole, this has been extremely important work that has inspired many leaders to make it a top priority to create a workplace that people actually enjoy being a part of. Thanks in large part to this effort, it is now widely known that employee experience, including the degree to which employees are happy, is a key element of long-term organizational success.


Unfortunately, what many people take away from these “best place to work” lists are things like benefits and perks, such as a cool office space with foosball tables, free food, and a gym. Although perks and benefits can be very effective for attracting people to an organization, with a few exceptions, they are not effective at driving employee engagement over the long term, unless more important needs are also met, which you’ll learn more about soon. In fact, perks and benefits can actually hurt employee engagement when more important needs aren’t met, especially when employees perceive the perks and benefits and office space to be part of a quid pro quo.


Ana’s story is not unique. I have spoken with many employees who used to work at well-known tech companies that win “best place to work” awards—and have amazing perks and benefits—who have told me that their company culture was actually pretty toxic. They felt that leaders saw them as commodities and that there was an expectation that they should work around seventy to eighty hours per week in reciprocity for all the perks and benefits they were given. Most of these employees wanted to leave as soon as possible, and only stayed at these organizations long enough to add a well-known tech company to their resumes.


Perks and benefits have much more to do with employee satisfaction than they do with employee engagement. It is partly due to “best place to work” lists that people use employee satisfaction and employee engagement interchangeably. Although employee satisfaction is certainly a component of employee engagement, it is extremely important to make a clear distinction between these two terms.


Satisfied employees are employees who really like their workplace. Satisfied employees tend to stick around a long time because of the nice perks and benefits. At first glance this seems like a really good thing.


However, employees may be very satisfied, but not engaged. In other words, they may not be high performers who are emotionally invested in accomplishing the mission of the team or organization, and thereby very unlikely to go the extra mile. Having large numbers of satisfied employees who are not engaged can actually be detrimental to an organization.


If an organization has a large number of employees who are essentially doing the bare minimum to keep their jobs but are sticking around for a long time, a culture of mediocrity can easily form. A culture of mediocrity can have devastating effects on organizational performance, and can repel highly talented, highly engaged people.


The realization that benefits and perks are not effective in and of themselves for sustaining high levels of engagement and retention is actually very good news! Perks and benefits are expensive. Most leaders and organizations can’t afford to compete on those factors. However, any leader or organization can execute the powerful, four-step process you’re going to learn in this book.


Employee Engagement Isn’t an “HR Thing”


Another negative side effect of this illusion of what it means to be a “best place to work” is that it results in thinking of workplace culture, and employee engagement and retention, as “HR things.”


In small companies, many CEOs dream of the day they can hire a true HR director so that they can improve the workplace culture. In large companies, there seems to be a pervasive notion that leaders can go to HR and ask them to sprinkle some type of “magic HR fairy dust” on their workplace, and this is going to somehow miraculously create a sustainable, high-performance culture with high levels of employee engagement and retention.


This idea that HR is ultimately responsible for employee engagement and retention has devastating consequences. When employee engagement is viewed exclusively as an “HR thing,” it tends to be treated by other leaders as a sort of “project,” with a clear beginning and ending, that is separate from leadership development efforts. And when employee engagement is viewed as a time-bound project that is separate from leadership development efforts, the process of trying to improve employee engagement is inherently flawed, because at least 70 percent of employee engagement is driven by direct managers.


In order to be successful at creating and sustaining high levels of employee engagement, leadership development and employee engagement efforts must be synchronized as tightly as possible. Thus, the first and foundational step for improving employee engagement, and building and scaling a high-performance culture that attracts and retains top talent, is to resolve the first of the three issues outlined earlier.


The perception that employee engagement is an “HR thing”—driven primarily by perks and benefits—must be changed. Leaders at all levels need to realize that although the HR / people ops team is an extremely important partner in the efforts to drive employee engagement and retention, employee engagement is not an “HR thing.”


Ultimately, employee engagement is a “leadership thing.”
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The Primary Job of a Leader


Australia is known for having much friendlier and more naturally helpful people than most Western nations. Although I haven’t had the opportunity to get to know too many Australians very well, I have personally never met an Australian I didn’t like.


Australia is also known for being very “macho,” strongly valuing traditionally masculine traits. Researchers have quantified, to some degree, just how macho Australian society is. One study, for instance, found that Australian men were ranked as the second most misogynistic cohort of the thirty nations studied.


As in other macho countries, fathers tend to focus on encouraging their children to accomplish big things and to be “winners,” while mothers tend to focus on encouraging their children to be good human beings.


But in the home in Sydney where Garry Ridge grew up, the traditional tendencies of parents were almost entirely reversed. It was his mother who was the determined, “you can climb any mountain” type, who instilled in him the values of hard work and never giving up. And it was Garry’s father who was much more concerned about Garry’s character. Garry’s father spent most of his energy encouraging Garry to do things the right way, and to treat people with kindness and respect.


In addition to exposure to nontraditional encouragement from parents, Garry was also exposed to nontraditional sibling relationships. He was the youngest of three children. And, he wasn’t the youngest by a little bit. His nearest sibling was twelve years older than him.


From the time of his earliest childhood memories, Garry was surrounded by adults. As a result, he received a lot of attention and felt truly cared for by the people in his home, which helped him realize the importance of caring for others. The first time I spoke with Garry, I immediately felt important, and that he cared about me. When speaking with Garry, he conveys a subtle, caring smile that exudes warmness.


Being a very caring teenage male didn’t really fit the macho norms of Australian society. Nor did Garry’s lack of athleticism. Garry learned early on that he wasn’t good at sports, so he stopped playing them. Because he didn’t fit the traditional norms, during his teenage years, Garry wasn’t very popular with girls and didn’t spend much time on the social scene.


Since many people associate leadership ability with traditional macho traits, like taking charge and telling people to “come follow me,” Garry’s childhood peers apparently didn’t envision him as a “natural born leader.” None of Garry’s classmates voted him “Most likely to be a leader one day.” But Garry’s unique upbringing may have actually given him an unfair advantage and created a powerful foundation for later success as a business leader.


While his peers were spending time playing sports and dating, Garry started working and learning about business. In one of his early jobs, he was fortunate enough to experience a powerful example of a leader who was committed to helping him be the best version of himself and placed tremendous trust in him. After graduating from college, thanks to the never-give-up spirit instilled in him by his mother, Garry was able to quickly rise above his peers in the sales roles he took on, which started with door-to-door sales to businesses.


On one occasion, early in his career, Garry carried two bags of product to the door of a store managed by a potential client, who immediately told Garry that he could “Get the f--- out of here.” (To eliminate any chance of confusion regarding possible language differences, “Get the f--- out of here” does not mean “Hello” in Australian.)


Garry responded by putting his bags down and sitting on them. The manager of the store said, “What do you think you are doing?”


Garry replied, “You think that I carried these two bags all the way here and you’re going to tell me to get out? I’m not leaving here until you at least look at what I have in these cases.”


The manager told Garry that he could sit there all night if he wanted to. When the manager came back an hour later, he found Garry still sitting on his bags, apparently willing to sit there all night. He told Garry to go get some beer.


Garry replied, “No problem.”


Garry returned with a case of beer, opened a couple, and the two started talking. Two hours later, Garry secured the biggest order his company had ever taken in that area.


Not long after, Garry started working for a company that licensed WD-40 Multi-Use Product. Thanks in large part to his tenacity and deep sense of care for other people, he was promoted often. In 1987, he joined the WD-40 Company as the managing director for Australia. Ten years later, Garry Ridge was named CEO of the company.


At first, he led mostly by leaning on the skills that made him successful as a salesperson. But it didn’t take Garry long to realize that the deep care he feels for others would be the most important factor in his success. He gradually shifted his focus more and more to finding ways to bring out the best in others, and eventually wrote a book describing his approach called Helping People Win at Work, which he coauthored with Ken Blanchard.


Today, many experts consider Garry Ridge to be one of the most successful business leaders in the world by any measure you use for leadership effectiveness. During his time as the CEO of the WD-40 Company, the company’s sales quadrupled, its international sales skyrocketed, and its market capitalization increased from $250 million to $2.5 billion.


Garry’s mother must be very proud.


While achieving the incredible financial results above, Garry also made a tremendous positive impact on the lives of the employees at the WD-40 Company—who are highly engaged and very happy. Surveys routinely suggest that over 90 percent of WD-40 employees are engaged at work, and nearly 99 percent routinely state, “I love to tell people that I work for the WD-40 Company.”


Garry’s father must be very proud, too.


Employee Engagement Is a Leadership Thing


Whether conscious or unconscious, the common beliefs about the responsibilities of operations leaders versus the responsibilities of HR / people ops teams seem to be as follows:




	Operations leaders create strategic goals and plans and manage the execution of those plans. In other words, they “tell people what to do.”


	HR / people ops leaders make sure the workplace culture facilitates employee engagement.





This is the root cause of why the average levels of employee engagement haven’t improved in the last twenty years. This is what leads to focusing on the wrong variables for driving employee engagement and not effectively developing great leaders.


The first step to creating and sustaining high levels of engagement is to help leaders realize that employee engagement should be their top priority, tied with strategy for senior leaders in charge of strategy.


It’s important to note that a team or organization could have a great strategy or be great at marketing, but still fail. Garry Ridge is regarded as an excellent salesperson, marketer, and strategic thinker. So, one might be tempted to think that the success of the WD-40 Company under his leadership had more to do with marketing, or other strategies, than anything else.


But when I asked Garry about this, he immediately ruled out strategy as the explanation for his success. He said, “The strategy for growth had already been in place for years when I became CEO. What we lacked was a culture that could support high levels of growth.”


Garry knew that the best strategy in the world is useless if the people in the organization aren’t empowered to effectively execute it. He knew that his top priority was to create and sustain high levels of employee engagement and create processes that help all other leaders to do the same.


For leaders to make employee engagement their top priority, an important shift in mindset is required. Leaders need to operate from the wisdom of what their primary job is.


The primary job of a leader is simply this: to inspire greatness in one’s team.


Consistently operating from this wisdom is what made Garry Ridge one of the best all-time CEOs in the world. And he’s not alone.


In a groundbreaking study conducted by Harvard researchers J. P. Kotter and J. L. Heskett, they tracked 207 publicly traded companies over a period of eleven years. They compared companies that made it a top priority to take good care of employees and bring out the best in them versus companies that were almost entirely focused on profit.


The people-focused companies outperformed their profit-focused competitors by a huge margin. Over eleven years, on average, the people-focused companies increased their net income by 756 percent. The profit-focused companies increased their net income by only 1 percent. This translated into a 901 percent increase in stock price for the people-focused companies versus only a 74 percent increase for the profit-focused companies.


I have yet to meet a person that disagrees with the statement that “the primary job of a leader is to inspire greatness in one’s team.” In fact, after reading this, you might have thought this statement to be so obvious that it approaches the point of sounding trite.


Interestingly, however, if you were to ask a hundred people what the primary job of a leader is, you would likely get about ninety different answers, and only a few of them might be “inspire greatness” or something very close to that. This lack of clarity around articulating the primary job of a leader results in a lack of clarity about how to be effective as a leader. As a consequence, new managers often don’t think of their job as “inspiring greatness,” and seasoned leaders, on average, are apparently failing to consistently operate from the wisdom that their primary job is, in fact, to inspire greatness in their teams.
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