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Praise for Work Is Fun


“Steve’s spot on. Enjoying work isn’t about salary, perks, or status—it’s about being truly invested in what you’re doing. We’ve seen this time and again as we help our clients implement EOS. When people are having fun at work, it leads to sustained engagement and productivity.”


—Gino Wickman, Author, Traction and Shine, and Creator, EOS®


“Having watched King of Pops grow, I’ve seen firsthand how fun is baked into everything they do. Work Is Fun is a powerful reminder that the best work is meaningful, and even fun.”


—Kat Cole, CEO, AG1


“Steve Carse is the consummate entrepreneur’s entrepreneur, with a never-ending thirst for learning and experimentation. Steve has started a number of businesses under the Rainbow Umbrella brands, the most famous of which is King of Pops. In his book Work Is Fun, Steve takes the reader through an incredible journey of ups and downs, zigs and zags, and arrives at an inspiring conclusion: Work is fun. Work is creativity. Work is self-expression. And, in one of the most important distinctions, work is something we should enjoy doing. Steve outlines his vision and opinion on this like only a successful entrepreneur can.”


—David Cummings, CEO, Atlanta Ventures


“A powerful tale of turning pain into purpose, and crafting the life you truly want.”


—Andrew Wilkinson, Cofounder, Tiny, and Author, Never Enough


“Entrepreneur Steven Carse is self-aware and sophisticated. He mixes his joy of being a business owner with his insights as a man of bold perspectives in Work Is Fun, his first book about making ice pops. This flavor maven is a force of nature, reminding us to enjoy work—which eases stress and tension—a proven strategy for living a longer and fulfilling life. So I recommend this read not only for the business hacks but also as an introduction to his treats for your palate!”


—Lisa Borders, Multisector Business Strategist and Operator, and former President, WNBA


“King of Pops is one of my favorite small business stories I have ever experienced. I have been a fan of the product and the leader since day one. This book reveals the secrets to why I love their brand. If you are in the grind and need a fresh perspective on your work, I 100% recommend this book to bring fun back to work!”


—Jeff Shinabarger, Founder, Plywood People, and Host, The Social Impact Leader Podcast
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AN ODE TO ICE POPS, A SHORT FOREWORD, AND A SALUTE TO THE SHARED BELIEF THAT WORK SURE CAN BE FUN


Ari Weinzweig


What you’re holding in your hands is, I’m pretty confident, the only book in existence that brings together the beauty of ice pops and positive business; connects stories of successfully extracting lost Frisbees from disc golf ponds with excellence in entrepreneurship; and that merges the successful selling of one-of-a-kind, custom-created ice pop flavors with fun and finding purpose.


I loved reading it.


If you didn’t put it down after that first sentence, I’m pretty sure you will too. If you do read Work Is Fun, you will learn, you’ll laugh, you’ll relate, and, as per its title, you will almost certainly have fun in the process.


We’ve been working at Zingerman’s for a little longer than Steve Carse has been alive, and I’ve long since lost track of how many thousands of business books I’ve read over the years, but even with all that background as lead-up, I still learned a lot from this book. If you’re open to a series of new, down-to-earth approaches to attaining excellence, I’m confident you will as well. And seriously, other than determined curmudgeons, superserious cynics, and a handful of corporate oligarchs who have so much money they no longer go into the office . . . well, seriously, who wouldn’t want to read a book called Work Is Fun?


Work Is Fun will, as per its subtitle, generously share with you Seven Ways a Successful Ice Pop Company Makes Work Meaningful and How You Can Too. In the array of stories beneath the subtitle, aside from the seven ways, Work Is Fun also includes intriguing tales of postcollege existential crises; adrenaline-evoking emergencies in which the clock is ticking while artisan ice pops are melting in the summer heat of south Georgia; and life lessons learned from much-loved dogs, all of which are woven into a really well-written and fun-to-read business book.


It’s been over 42 years now since my business partner Paul Saginaw and I first opened Zingerman’s Delicatessen in Ann Arbor, Michigan. We started out with just the two of us and a couple of employees, all working in a small 1,300-square-foot space, with 29 seats, 25 sandwiches, and a whole lotta help from friends and family. All these years later, our collaboratively run, quality-focused, and collectively owned Zingerman’s Community of Businesses includes a dozen different Zingerman’s businesses (each with its own specialty—there’s still, as is our wont, only one Deli) here in the Ann Arbor area with a total staff of over 700 and cumulative sales of something like $80,000,000.


So much of what we’ve been able to accomplish over the years is thanks to learnings we gathered and gleaned from others who had gone before us and who were willing to then generously share their wisdom with the world. One of our many “teachers” was Paul Hawken. In his 1987 book Growing a Business, Hawken shares the story of one of his early business successes. You may already know a bit about Smith and Hawken. Started in 1979, it was an innovative mail-order company that made its way in the world by reworking and selling hand-crafted, traditionally made, artisan garden tools in a marketplace that had moved more and more toward cheap, mass-produced alternatives. I wasn’t a gardener, but I loved the way Smith and Hawken seemed to work. Even though I didn’t need what they were selling, it made me want to get into gardening just so I’d have a reason to partake in what they were purveying. In his book, Paul Hawken explained the company’s success this way: “Smith and Hawken grew because it had its roots in a sense of what was lost . . . What had been lost was still needed.”


Hawken goes on to expand and extrapolate from his own experience his belief that products that were once widely loved but have been lost, or lost their quality and integrity, will almost always be in demand. It’s just that no one realizes that that demand is there. As Hawken writes, one of the best ways to make a great business, then, is to find one of those products and put it back into the marketplace. The world, he makes clear, will have been waiting for you to get to work. When you do, as Hawken has it, you will quickly be very busy! This is, in fact, what we have done here at Zingerman’s with everything from corned beef to artisan candy bars, really great rye bread to fried chicken, cream cheese to exceptionally good ginger cookies. We have successfully made what was old new again at a quality level that was no longer found anywhere around us.


Steve and the crew at King of Pops have demonstrated the veracity of Paul Hawken’s theory by doing much the same thing in south Georgia with ice pops as we’ve been able to do here with pastrami. While supermarkets and convenience stores have always sold Popsicles, the sort of old-school, far more flavorful, artisan-inspired offerings that Paul Hawken is suggesting were nowhere to be found. King of Pops has successfully changed all that, to the tune of annual sales of $10 million. As Paul Hawken put it poetically, it turns out “what had been lost was still needed.” And as King of Pops has proven, also still eagerly and joyfully awaited!


With all that in mind, the book you hold in your hands is a happy and superhelpful walk through the world that Steve, his brother Nick, and the whole crew at King of Pops have created over 15 years of pop making. In Work Is Fun, Steve shares a whole range of lessons that can help us lead more rewarding lives, make our work a whole lot more rewarding, and turn what we do for a living into something that makes creativity, caring, and keeping “cool” into an uplifting, joyful, and joy-filled daily routine.


One of the best parts of our work here at Zingerman’s is, I believe, that we have the opportunity—through ZingTrain, our training business, and through the books and pamphlets I write—to do for other values-aligned businesspeople what Paul Hawken did nearly 40 years ago for us here at Zingerman’s. To help demonstrate that one can be successful in business without doing bad things; that our organizations can help make the world a better place; that, as we often say here, one can do business differently; and that we can have fun while we’re working our collective butts off to make it happen. King of Pops, I’m happy to say, fits all those bills. I don’t know Paul Hawken personally, but I imagine he would be happy to know that his teaching helped us to make the Zingerman’s Community of Businesses what it is today. I do, though, know Steve Carse, and I can say with certainty that I am humbled and honored to see so clearly that we have helped him on his path. I feel confident that somewhere around 2050, some other new business owner, unconsciously following a path similar to the one that has made both Zingerman’s and King of Pops what they are today, will be reading Work Is Fun. In it, I’m confident, they will find much of the same sort of inspiration I got from Paul Hawken so many decades ago.


Read up, learn a lot, stay cool, work hard, make a difference, and, absolutely, have some good fun while you’re doing it.
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INTRODUCTION



The back of one of my two-for-one Men’s Wearhouse dress shirts was sticking to the driver’s seat as I slowly rolled down the interstate on my commute back into the city.


It was a Friday, I was 25 years old, and I was eager to get my weekend started.


My driver’s side window had been busted out for the second time in three months, so even on full blast, the AC could not keep up with the sticky midsummer heat rising from the asphalt.


It was supposed to be a reverse commute. The office I worked out of was in the suburbs, but I refused to live nearby as I was focused on maximizing my nonworking hours. The city, my friends, girls, pretty much everything I wanted other than my job were in town.


The guy who broke into my car had stolen my gym bag and my radio, so I was stuck listening to the shockingly loud murmur of neighboring engines.


As I looked around, the faces of my fellow commuters seemed closer than ever. Their expressions were tinged with tension and rage. It was supposed to be a joyous time—the work week had concluded and we had been set free—only to find ourselves drowning in a sea of brake lights.


I felt simultaneously frustrated and connected with the strangers rolling along next to me. We had just wasted 40 hours of our lives toiling away at who knows what so someone who probably already had more money than they could ever spend could have a little bit more.


I motioned for a lady to merge in front of me, then surprised myself by letting out a yell.


Nobody saw me.


Nobody heard me.


But unfortunately, it didn’t make me feel any better.


I imagined myself making this drive for 40 more years, and it made me sad.


Have you ever had this feeling?


Have you ever felt like you were wasting away the best years of your life doing something that had no point?


My job at the time wasn’t so bad. I had my own cubicle decorated with ironic posters and bobbleheads, a boss who was nice and took me to get a beer every once in a while, and relatively little stress.


But time dragged by. I would catch myself checking the clock every couple of minutes, looking forward to the end of the day.


I had worked so hard to get to this point in my life, but now it felt like I was going to be stuck on rinse and repeat for my best years, spending most of my days doing something that provided a paycheck but little more.


Lucky for me, I didn’t have that many of these commutes left.


I was about to be laid off, and with the fear of wasting my life away at another job that was “just OK” echoing inside of my head, I decided to start my own thing.


A year later, on a similarly hot summer day, I was once again sweating. This time, however, I was in a T-shirt, standing under a rainbow umbrella. Sweat was pouring down my face, but I couldn’t stop smiling.


I’d spent all my savings, about $7,000, to bootstrap a tiny business called King of Pops, and things were going surprisingly well.


I was on a mission to introduce Atlanta to our take on the Popsicle. I was working more than ever, and if there was more time in the day, I would have happily worked even more.


When I went to bed each night, my mind was flooded with new ideas. I had to keep a notepad next to my bed to jot them down or else I couldn’t fall asleep, fearing I’d forget some valuable insight.


My work as a whole felt meaningful.


Before starting, I had been working to enable the other parts of my life, and somehow now my work was enhancing every part of my life.


I’d later learn to call this new feeling “work-life blend,” a more desirable and realistic option than the “work-life balance” touted on job postings from well-intentioned companies.


I had already trudged through the “work-life balance” idea at my last job, and while yes, it was balanced, the work part left me feeling empty. My nonwork hours had to be epic to justify the blah that took place from nine to five.


If you can’t imagine loving your work, this book is for you.


If you find yourself living for the weekend, an amazing vacation, or retirement, you can do so much better.


And if you think you just need to wait until you get your extra degree, earn a promotion, or get another raise, I have some bad news—none of those things on their own will make your work more fun.


I didn’t know it at the time, but it didn’t take going out on my own to enjoy my work. I didn’t need to legally own a company, but I did need to change how I thought about the work I was doing.


Work is fun when we’re making things happen instead of letting things happen to us.


I love entrepreneurship, but starting your own business is nothing more than a career path. It doesn’t guarantee fulfillment; it’s just another place to work with a different compensation plan. In order to have fun at work, doing any type of work, it will have to take on a different meaning. You don’t need to be an owner, but you will have to learn to take ownership. You will have to become invested in the outcomes, not just your inputs.


The day-to-day hustle will only feel meaningful if you have a clear picture of where you want to go and why you want to be there.


In the early days of King of Pops, my goal was selfish. Burned out from spreadsheets, I wanted something different. I wanted work to be fun. Parenthood wasn’t even on the radar at this point, but I still wanted to have a good story to tell my grandkids one day. The goal wasn’t grandiose, but it felt important.


I thought I might do it for a year or two and then go back to something more “normal,” but I’m still at it, and it has shaped me into the person I am today.


I’ll never forget the first time I experienced work this way. It was a 19-hour day—the first day our fledgling ice pop business faced having to be in two places at once. My brother Nick, who


had a “real job” as a lawyer at the time, would be working the cart at Buddy’s gas station, our original and only location at the time, and I would be taking the show on the road to a small festival 30 minutes south of Atlanta.


But before all that, we arrived at our shared kitchen as the sun was coming up. We were far from experts when it came to making pops, and we had a couple of hours of work to do to finish up our pop-making run from the night before. At this point, we were doing our packaging in the walk-in freezer to avoid ugly semi-melted pops as we wrapped them.


We hustled to carefully seal the pops in their wrappers, shivering and laughing at ourselves. We hand-sealed each one, packed up our carts, gathered the day’s supplies, and loaded both carts into the truck.


I dropped my brother and his cart off at the gas station, wished him luck, and headed south for my event.


Our setup was easy, and I had everything in place before the festival started. As people streamed in, I was eager to sell them a pop and anxious for them to try it.


The event was called May Day, and it was in a planned community called Serenbe that has a sustainability and local farming focus. Little did I know that the upper-middle-class farm-loving young families would soon be some of my best customers. I was too busy selling pops that day to second-guess anything. My insecurities all but vanished as I found myself in a flow state.


Halfway through the day, I realized I was going to run out of pops. I was selling out of certain flavors, and as I crossed them off the board, people in line let out audible moans. I’d apologize each time and encourage them to try the next flavor.


The festival was set to end at 6 PM, but by 2 PM, I had sold my last pop. Ecstatic, I went to buy a celebratory beer and a pricey farm-to-table sandwich. I was in no rush as I proudly stacked the bills I’d crammed in my pockets, making sure the presidents’ faces were all pointing the same way.


Before I could finish the counting or my sandwich, Nick called. He seemed panicked. “We’re out of pops,” he said, “and the customers who showed up but didn’t get pops are following me back to the kitchen to buy whatever we’ve got left!”


I left the festival and rushed back to our kitchen. In a haze, we made pops late into the night and woke up the next morning to do it again. I didn’t know it, but that day my life changed forever. My somewhat involuntary corporate exodus would lead me on a lifelong journey that would allow for my work time to be truly fun instead of an eight-hour block of drudgery bookended by some enjoyable moments.


Fifteen years later, some things have changed about the day-today of leading King of Pops, but the fun still hasn’t worn off. I look forward to getting to work each day, and I leave earlier than I want to in order to get to the other parts of my life.


However, my work is far from done. Although I personally enjoy my work quite a bit, I know this is not the case for each member of the King of Pops team all the time. We owe it to them to do better.


We want more people to take ownership of their work lives and, if we can help it, have a good time.


This book is a journey through what I’ve learned when I’m having fun at work, and a reminder that it is worth it to help others feel that same connection to their work. The ideas are simple and applicable to individuals and organizations of any size.


Too often, the default conversation about work is negative. When someone asks, “How was work?” the answer is rarely better than “OK.”


There are so many people searching for a better job, but a change of scenery on its own will not change how you feel about work.


I’ve talked to students who’ve taken a gap year and adults who’ve had the good fortune to take a sabbatical. Even when we take much-needed time away from work to try and recalibrate, we are often searching for answers out in the universe to magically make our work more meaningful.


The idea is pure, but the expectations are unrealistic.


There is this notion that we will become different people during these moments we take away from work. We put a huge amount of pressure on ourselves, and then when we are on our break that we’ve anticipated so much, we feel just about the same. The setting may be beautiful, and sleeping in feels nice, but a change in location alone won’t answer life’s more difficult questions. These breaks can certainly recharge your batteries, but they do little to uncover what might bring you fulfillment in your day-to-day work.


I was at a similar breaking point when I got laid off from my corporate gig and started King of Pops. I didn’t yet understand it fully, but I knew I wanted more out of life.


Through that experience, I was introduced to people who worked differently. They moved through the world in a way that was unlike that of the adults I had observed growing up.


Many of these folks were entrepreneurs, but as I recognized and eventually began to live out a similar path, it became clear that the freedom they enjoyed had nothing to do with the type of work they did or the positions they held. Once I started to pay attention, I saw trends across industries and experience levels.


It is super common to have a sense that your work mostly happens to you. There is this false assumption that there is a much smarter, more qualified group of people pulling the strings and making things happen for everyone else somewhere behind the scenes.


For this reason, it’s easy to think your job is a sure thing that you don’t have much control over. I know I felt that way working at American International Group (AIG), the largest insurance company in the world. By all practical accounts, that job should have been a sure thing, yet I watched layoff after layoff happen before my eyes until it eventually happened to me.


When we feel this way, it’s easy to have the mindset that we’re just along for the ride. But if you’re an idle passenger, you won’t get to where you want to go.


To have meaningful work, you’ve got to take control of your journey. Work matters when you believe it matters. It’s a nice benefit if others think it matters, too, but it is really up to you.


More than likely, where you are working right now can be more fulfilling. It can even be fun. In the pages to come, we’ll go through the steps to make that happen.


By the end of this book, you may decide there truly are outside forces making your current job unhealthy, uninspiring, unfun, and ultimately undoable. You might decide to find different work, but this book is not about the search for something else to work on. It’s about refining your approach to work—the thing we will spend so much of our time doing.


So often we are willing to put in massive energy to improve the nonwork aspects of our lives—to heal a relationship, to raise great children, to get in shape and be healthy—but we don’t think to put in that same effort to improve our relationship to work.


Like anything worthwhile, turning your job into something you look forward to won’t be easy, but once you start to put in the effort to reflect on your journey, you’ll suddenly realize you’re having fun.


IS FUN THAT IMPORTANT?


Sometimes when I talk about having fun at work, or when I mention companies that don’t make an effort to make their work fun, people say, “Well, work isn’t supposed to be enjoyable.”


They think it’s all about the grind, and that if you have fun people won’t take you seriously or think you’re professional enough. But I’m here to tell you: it is officially OK to have fun and get paid at the exact same time.


To repeat: when I talk about fun, I don’t mean being silly or childish (although there’s a time and place for that). I’m talking about feeling engaged and curious, maybe even playful about work in a way that makes it enjoyable, especially when you work with a team committed to the same goals.


You might think fun isn’t important at work, but the research overwhelmingly disagrees. Fun fosters community, engagement, and happiness—all of which make work more rewarding for individuals and far more profitable for the business. A meta-analysis from Gallup in 2024* found that businesses in the top quartile for engaged employees were 18% more productive and 23% more profitable than those in the bottom quartile. Who wouldn’t jump at a chance to be 23% more profitable while you’re having fun?


WANT MORE FUN?


A good life, to me, feels like it is overflowing. My goal, every day, is to enjoy it as much as possible.


On a normal Monday, when I’m about to drop my daughter off at preschool, part of me wants to skip drop-off and head to the zoo or doughnut shop with her instead to spend more time together.


In much the same way, when I’m at work, as the evening approaches and I inevitably haven’t finished everything I’d hoped to get to, part of me wants to stick around and get more done.


In both instances I’m having fun, and I want to extend the current moment. At the same time, I’m looking forward to the next thing. These are the days when everything is going right. Once your life feels this way, you have to maintain the discipline and perspective to move from one thing to the next, even though you’d be quite content to stay put. If you’re able to leave yourself wanting more, you’ve got something fun to come back to.


Oddly enough, the discipline to stop having fun in the moment can lead to more fun overall.


Imagine a zenned-out surfer with a perma-smile on a tropical beach somewhere. He’s cool, calm, and content. Perfectly happy to wait out the day, enjoying whatever waves come his way. Except this particular surfer doesn’t just surf. He also has a challenging, fun job and a home life that fills him up.


His energy is consistently positive as he moves through the different parts of his life. He looks forward to a full, engaging day at work, he looks forward to coming home in the evening, and he looks forward to going to bed, then waking up in the morning to do it all again.


That is how I want to feel.


To be clear, I think life outside of work is the priority, but I know that when I’m having fun at work, I’m more pleasant everywhere else.


For most people, work is the segment of their life they’d be happy to do without. However, if you’re like me, and work isn’t optional, you should take the time to figure out how to enjoy it.


If you want more fun in your work life, it’s possible. Whether you’re an entry-level analyst, a middle manager, or in the C-suite of a major company, the concepts in this book can transform your approach to work and leadership for you, your team, and your whole organization.


I’ve spent the last 15 years building a business and having more fun than I ever thought possible at work! While making money! While doing the things I genuinely needed to do to support myself and my family!


I want you to have more fun too. My hope is that this book can help you invest your life in work that matters, have more fun, and fill your life with more hours you’re looking forward to living.


The next seven chapters outline the seven ways that I’ve found lead to more fun at work. There will be bad days when things break and don’t go your way, but with a good-natured awareness of these concepts circling around in your brain, you’ll minimize the bad days and maximize the fun.


Here are the big principles to making work more fun that we’ll tackle in the following chapters:


•Story. Make sure you’re writing a good one.


•Patience. Good things take time, and while money is an important part of work, you can’t let it control your career decisions.


•Ownership. Where it comes from, how to find it for yourself, and how to cultivate it with those around you.


•Pride. You can’t just turn it on, but once it’s there, it changes how every little thing at work feels.


•Play. We’ve found that being silly is about far more than just a quick laugh.


•Teamwork. The people around you will make or break your experience.


•Tension. It’s sad but true: even with everything listed above in perfect harmony, things will continue to frustrate you and work will still test you, but it will all be worth it.


For those who are skeptical that work can actually be fun, or at least fun for you, chapter 8 talks about the most common objections you might have to the ideas in this book.


Like anything, it’s a process. Dramatic changes in how you operate are not required and might lead to decisions you regret, but a consistent, gentle reframing of how you look at your work will do wonders for you and everyone around you. It’s your choice.


How you act on that choice can vary depending on your role at work—if you’re an employee or if you’re in charge. If you get stuck, each chapter ends with some more direct, practical thoughts for applying each principle, depending on where you are in your career—“When It’s Up to You” and also “When It’s Not Up to You.”


Throughout our careers, we zig and zag between these two realities.


There are plenty of things at work that you may not have any control over. For example, if you work at a coffee shop and your shift starts at 5 AM, you don’t have much control over when you need to show up.


However, when it comes to writing your own work story, you’ve got the final say. You’ll navigate trade-offs, risks, and responsibilities, but at every turn, you’re the lone author.


Your personal work story could be adventurous, humanitarian, educational, artistic, environmental, or health focused.


You could start your own thing, or it could be landing your dream job at an organization you love, making a name for yourself, and putting your unique stamp on history.


Finally, we’ll wrap it all up with a big team huddle to make our workplaces (and lives!) more fun.


The time for fun is always right now. These are the good ol’ days.





* Jim Harter, “3 Key Insights into the Global Workplace,” Gallup, June 12, 2024, www.gallup.com/workplace/645416/key-insights-global-workplace.aspx.
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CHAPTER 1


Write an Epic Story


KING OF POPS BEGINNINGS


The idea for King of Pops started on a series of trips I took through Central America with my two brothers, Nick and Ashley. My oldest brother, Ashley, is an anthropologist, and throughout my college years and beyond, my default summer trip was to visit him in different parts of the world. When we’re away from home, we allow ourselves to see the world a little differently.


We did our best to act like locals in the areas we visited, but when the three of us were traveling together, there was little we could do to hide the fact that we were tourists. Three blondish guys walking down the street together already kind of stick out in most parts of the world, but we were also each a full head taller than most of the locals, making it nearly impossible to blend in.


Tourists or not, we tried to absorb as much of the authentic culture in an area as we could. We avoided the backpacker hangouts, refused to dine at the chain restaurants we’d seen before, and did our best to avoid major tourist traps.


I lucked into a world-class set of older brothers. Ashley has always gone out of his way to encourage Nick and me to look beneath the surface and challenge the assumptions that we’ve learned growing up. He lined up activities for us, and we went on hikes and fishing trips and wandered through street markets. But the most memorable parts of the trip always came from something unplanned.


Without thinking much of it, we bought our first paleta, the Latin American version of the beloved Popsicle, killing time after missing a bus in Puerto Escondido, a fishing village with beautiful beaches in Mexico. I think I ate three in a row that afternoon while we were waiting.


From then on, we started to seek them out. We didn’t have a travel agenda in place, and before we knew it, the search for the world’s best paleta became the backdrop of our exploring.


These paletas were not just for kids. They had straightforward flavors, but they also had options for a more sophisticated palate. There were options with spicy peppers, flowers, herbs, corn, coffee, nuts, and every fruit you could ever imagine.


The weirder, the better. The more flavors we tried, the more excited we got.
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