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INTRODUCTION The Opportunity of a Lifetime





“The barn’s burnt down. Now I can see the moon.”


Mizuta Masahide


JAPANESE POET AND SAMURAI










EVERYTHING WAS PERFECT. I felt miserable.


Something very big was missing. I spoke to others and I wasn’t alone. Everyone felt exactly the same way.


It was January 2022, and the not-so-Great Resignation was in full swing. It was a punch to the gut that took the wind out of every leader who truly cared about their company and their culture. And it furthered the distance that people were already feeling from their company and coworkers.


I had been on a very fortunate ten-year run as the CEO of a high-growth, high-performing healthcare technology company. It was a job that I never thought I would have and it had gone better than I could have ever expected. We had grown our company from fifty to five hundred people and the enterprise value of the business from $30 million to well over $1 billion. We had the highest customer- and employee-satisfaction scores in our industry. And we had just hit our financial targets and paid out a full bonus to everyone on our team for the tenth year in a row, even in the middle of a pandemic.


This was a great business with a happy team and happy customers. I interviewed every candidate we hired and spoke with every customer. My fingerprints on the company were literally everywhere.


But now the thrill was gone, and there was a chill hanging over every day. Something just didn’t feel right.


It was time for me to leave.


There was a major change in motion in the workplace of both scale and substance that none of us had ever seen before. For so many, that sense of pride, purpose, connection, and community that all come from work—were gone.


For me, this shift was so confusing, challenging, and compelling that I quit what was once my dream job to try to figure out what was going on and share what I learned with others. And with my children entering the workforce, it was now even more personal for me. It was time for me to help.




Welcome to Holy Shift!



The reason this book is called Holy Shift is to shout out that we’re in the middle of a truly historic moment relative to the changes in how, where, when, and why we work. It’s impacting everyone, everywhere and takes a leap of faith to even begin to get your head around it. And the word shift is a play on another word that many of us have been screaming out to deal with this moment of massive change that isn’t comfortable for any of us.


When this shift hit me, it caused a level of anxiety that wouldn’t go away. But I wasn’t alone. Every leader I spoke with felt it, and it was only getting worse every day. I found this frustrating and fascinating. So I decided to dive deep to try to discover a path forward.


I spoke with hundreds of other CEOs and leaders, read every article I could find, and listened to a never-ending stream of podcasts. But the deeper I dove, the more I just kept coming up empty. Everything I came across only added to the long list of failed tactics on how to bring people back. What I was searching for was a pragmatic playbook for how to bring people forward.


After months and months of coming up with nothing, I finally took a step back to zoom out. And that’s when it hit me… the realization that what we’re living through may be the single biggest and most rapid change in how we work and live in over a century and, quite possibly, ever. There is a very real possibility that, a thousand years from now, people will look back at this moment as a tipping point, a historic and Holy Shift.


This is a very big deal, because history has proven that when our work changes, we change as well. It turns out that our work has always been the force of our nature. But because we don’t like to change, every big shift in how we work in history has required a major catalyst… like a pandemic. In other words, we’ve been down this road before.


That realization shifted my anxiety about the moment we’re in into a level of excitement that we may be experiencing something momentous. But while that historical perspective provided a spark, in order to truly light a fire, I knew that I had to get a ground-level view of what’s happening right now.


For this I teamed up with the world’s largest association of CEOs to conduct a survey of over 1,600 companies. The headline from our research was that leaders in every company, country, and industry had one thing in common—a crisis of confidence in their company culture.


Our research revealed clear, consistent themes about the frustrations they were feeling, the problems they were trying to solve, and the ideas they were experimenting with in order to find a path forward. But perhaps the most stunning statistic from our study was the scale of change that has already taken place. In only a handful of years, the majority of people in the world could now “go to work” anywhere at any time. For the first time ever, work was no longer defined as a time or place. Think about that.


The catalyst of a pandemic had once again sparked a monumental change. We’re all living history. Shift has happened.


Combining these historical and real-time views helped me to stop screaming “Holy Sh*t!” and fighting against the moment we’re in. It’s clear that everyone, everywhere, has the same set of challenges. I’m not alone, you’re not alone. But more importantly, what struck me and stunned me is what I can now see more clearly—this is truly a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for leaders to create a Holy Shift.
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We all have an opportunity to manage this moment in a positive and productive way that can move every company as well as all of us forward into the future.


I had found my epiphany. Finally.








A True Test of Leadership


The chaos and confusion of the last few years has taken its toll. Many people have lost the pride and purpose that comes from work and transitioned into more of a transactional and transitional mindset. The lack of certainty and clarity have caused an enormous level of conflict at all levels of every organization. But those same conditions are now a call to action for all of us who are lucky enough to be leaders. It’s an incredible opportunity for all of us to live up to that title.


Leaders are action figures, and perhaps the best action plan comes from an interview that I heard with Dr. Randall Stutman, a recognized expert on executive effectiveness. He was asked for his definition of leadership.1 His answer was so simple, specific, and spot-on that it shocked me:




“What leaders do is they make situations and people better.”





That’s exactly right. Leadership isn’t about a title; it’s about taking action to “make situations and people better.” That can come from anyone, anywhere, anytime, and at any level of an organization. This is an exceptional filter to assess whether someone is truly a leader—are they making the people around them and the situations they’re in better? This radically simplifies how someone can assess their own effectiveness as a leader as well as the leadership skills of others.


There was a statement that I shared with our company as advice during an emergency all-hands meeting in mid-March of 2020 when the chaos of the pandemic first hit. While it was the most challenging moment in my thirty-year career and in my ten years as a CEO, it was also the most energizing. This is what I shared:




“In times of chaos, confusion, and conflict, character is revealed, leaders emerge.”





The chaos, confusion, and conflict of the last few years has provided a unique opening for leaders to emerge. We need them to help us navigate this brave new world as an opportunity instead of a threat, and to play an active role in making people and situations better. That’s a call to action and an action plan for all of us.


This is an opportunity of a lifetime for leaders to lead, but we have to be both practical about the situation we’re in and optimistic that we can and will get to a better place. That’s where I’m hoping that I can be helpful, as pragmatism and optimism are at the core of who I am. As Theodore Roosevelt once said:




“People don’t care how much you know, until they know how much you care.”





But in order to trust me and understand how much I care, I need to be vulnerable enough to let you get to know me. Well, here you go…







Pragmatism + Optimism


The quote “the barn’s burnt down, now I can see the moon” at the opening of this book is one that I found early in life when I was struggling. My father didn’t want to be one. He left our family just before my first birthday. At the time, my mom was an unemployed schoolteacher with two kids and two hundred dollars in her bank account. It was a tough start.


I grew up extraordinarily introverted and reclusive. I was also dyslexic, constantly bullied, and had a crippling level of social anxiety. The remnants of my childhood were that I didn’t think too highly of myself or my prospects in life.


But because of this, I learned a few tricks that set the stage for this book and for the shift we all now need to make.
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The first trick I learned was to start seeing things as they were versus how I wanted them to be. I learned how to be a pragmatist.


Like many children of divorce, I grew up thinking I had done something wrong and it was my fault. This killed my ability to trust anyone for pretty much the first thirty years of my life. My wall started to fall as I began to open my eyes to the obvious. It was 1969 when my father had left; he was a messed-up person and took the same road as many others at that time. And he made some bad choices, including insisting that my mom put us up for adoption, which was the catalyst that set the divorce in motion.


Over time, I began to see this for what it was. It had nothing to do with me; it was all about him. This simple pivot in perspective was an epiphany for me. It taught me to be pragmatic and see things for what they really are. But any strength can also be a weakness. If you only see things as they are, it limits your ability to see things for what they can be.


That leads to the second trick that I learned, which was that bad things can be good things and you can change things. I learned how to be an optimist.


My father’s leaving opened up the opportunity for my mom to get remarried to a screw salesperson from Fort Wayne, Indiana. I was legally adopted and changed my last name when I was in fourth grade. I had lost a father, but for the first time I had a dad. While we had a hard time connecting with each other when I was growing up, I eventually ended up growing out of my angst and anger. And when I got married, I asked him to be the best man at my wedding because he was the best and most important man in my life. Up until he passed away a few years ago, he was always there for me, always listening.


The experience of losing a father but gaining a dad helped me understand the difference between the two. And it ended up making me a much more present and caring parent when my wife and I were given the gift of two healthy kids. So, a bad thing turned into a good thing, and it helped change things for me and for my family.


This was my lived experience about the power of optimism. And that’s why a simple quote about a barn means so much to me.
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When something bad happens, when “the barn’s burnt down,” you’re given the opportunity to see something bigger and even better—in this case, “the moon.” If the worst thing that had ever happened to me, a parent abandoning me, ended up bringing me something else that helped shape me, something positive, then there was a reason to believe.


So, pragmatism and optimism. The power of those two perspectives got me through some tough times personally and also became my strengths professionally. And they are exactly why I was able to help create world-class, high-performing cultures at two high-growth companies over the last two decades.


I knew what it was like to be isolated, so I felt a sense of responsibility to help every single person on the team. I had learned to trust no one, so I understood that you have to be vulnerable, because it turns out that trust is something you give, not something you get. I learned in a very personal way that one moment doesn’t determine who we are or who we can be, so I recognized the importance of stepping up for other people in their darkest moments. I had lived through a constant feeling of having no place or purpose, so I recognized the power of helping people become part of something bigger than themselves and the deep sense of pride and purpose that can come from being part of a team, community, and company.


In that spirit, pragmatism combined with optimism is the mindset that I used to help explore the moment we’re in and write this book. It’s also the frame of mind that anyone can leverage to help their company make a Holy Shift forward.


It’s time to let go of the past; the barn has burnt down. My hope is that what I share in this book will help leaders and those they lead feel like they can now see the moon. We all now have an amazing opportunity to build something even better together. Let’s get moving.







Hands, Head, and Heart


The purpose of this book is to provide leaders at any and every level of a company or organization with ideas and actions that help address the not-so-easy, very big, and thorny questions that we are all trying to answer: How did we get here, where do we go from here, and how do we get there?


With that said, you can put information in someone’s hands, but that doesn’t mean they’ll care about it, understand it, or absorb it. You have to work a little harder to provide context and strive to get it into their head. But if you’re really going to move the needle to inspire someone to act, you’ve got to get it into their heart. In that spirit, I poured my heart into this book with the hope that it hits that same space for you.


Holy Shift will take you and your team to the heart of the matter. It combines reflection of how we got to now, research on what leaders and companies have set in motion, and a roadmap to the future in the form of a strategic framework and practical playbook. While I would love for you to read it from cover to cover, I would encourage you to jump ahead to the parts that are most pressing. Most leaders are stuck in neutral at the moment, so the book is mapped into three simple steps that you can take right now to create momentum to move your company forward to the future of work.
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STEP ONE: See the Shift — What we’re living through may be the single biggest and fastest shift in how we work and live in history. In other words, shift has happened. Understanding how we got to now will help us to determine where we should go from here.


STEP TWO: Shift Your Mindset — Shifts in thinking are now needed to help you turn culture into a strategy for your company. It’s time to pivot from a tactical focus of bringing people back, to a strategic focus that brings people together.


STEP THREE: Make Shift Happen — Here’s your strategic framework and practical playbook to make shift happen. The focus is on what’s most important for every leader; helping people on your team feel like they’re part of the CORE and connected to your company, culture, and coworkers.


The good news is that this is truly a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to turn a “Holy Sh*t” moment into a Holy Shift movement for you and your company.


It’s time to move forward.


Welcome to Holy Shift.










STEP ONE See the Shift





“The more you know about the past, the better you are prepared for the future.”


Theodore Roosevelt


26TH PRESIDENT OF THE US










IN ORDER TO BOTH understand and get through any challenge, it’s helpful to zoom out to see if we’ve faced something similar in the past. This incredibly practical concept applies to anything we have to work through personally, as well as things we’re forced to deal with collectively. It can be a great opportunity, or a missed opportunity, to take some lessons learned from yesterday and apply them to today.


In that spirit, one of the best ways to address the problems in the workplace right now is to take a step back to learn from pivots that have happened in the past. It turns out that pandemics have had a funny little habit—make that a not-so-funny, painful, very big habit—of changing both how we work and live in a very big way. The better we understand that context of the historical shifts that we’re experiencing in our professional and personal lives, the bigger the potential. Moments like this are truly a gift if you’re trying to drive change and move your company forward, but only if you can overcome the inertia that’s holding you back.




Overcoming Inertia


The ability to overcome inertia is perhaps the most important attribute and tangible output of any leader. This law of physics, Newton’s First Law of Motion, is that objects in motion tend to stay in motion, unless acted upon by an opposing force.


[image: Image]


In the context of a business, inertia refers to a company’s tendency to stay the same, even in the face of changing circumstances or conditions. This complacency and resistance to change leads to a lack of growth and innovation. Once again, the only thing that a leader needs to overcome this is an equal or opposing force. In that light, what they need the most is a catalyst.


A catalyst that can move a company in a new direction can come in the form of a change in technology, regulations, competition, customer preferences, or even a major event like the one we just went through. The importance of a catalyst in overcoming inertia is that it creates a sense of urgency for change—a “burning platform.” In that sense, a catalyst is a leader’s best friend as it inspires action and gives you traction to transform your company’s strategy, operations, or even your culture.


In the context of the workplace, we are used to doing things a certain way; we have our habits, and they’re hard to break. But when you encounter a catalyst, major change becomes possible—and often inevitable. And throughout history, it turns out that one of the most effective catalysts for such rapid and disruptive change has been pandemics.


In STEP ONE: See the Shift we outline shifts that have surfaced in the past, the catalyst for change we’ve all now been given, and the shocks to the system that put us on a path to move forward from here:




	
A Quick History of How Work Works: When you zoom out you begin to see that it’s possible we’re living through the biggest, fastest change in how we work and live in human history. It follows that there will be both new challenges to work through and new opportunities to drive change in ways that wouldn’t have been possible otherwise.


	
A Tale of Two Pandemics: The tale of two pandemics—the Bubonic Plague and the Spanish Flu—reveals a predictable pattern as well as lessons for every leader. In both cases, pandemics drove a stunningly radical transformation in how we work and live. In the aftermath, some leaders fought to bring things back to where they were before, while others were able to recognize and take advantage of the forces at play to jump ahead and drive change. Understanding the tale of these two pandemics provides a perspective that those same opportunities exist for all of us right now.


	
Our Collective Catalyst: Whether we wanted a catalyst or not, we got one, all of us at the exact same moment. The biggest experiment in the history of work was launched, and companies responded swiftly and effectively. But the aftershock led to a number of side effects, including the collapse of company culture. The good news is that every company is going through it, so we can learn from other leaders and leverage their lessons.


	
The Three Big Shocks to Our System: There are three seismic shocks to the system that are changing both how we work and live. Understanding these shocks is essential in order to craft and refine a strategy for your company. It will be critical for leaders to embrace these changes and challenges. We will discuss how to leverage the force of the flow, the power of flex, and the energy of individuals to move your company forward.





Seeing the shift, embracing it as a catalyst, and leveraging the shocks to the system will help you and your company make the most of this moment. A good place to start is with the one pattern that has been in place for millions of years—how and where we work has always driven and determined how and where we live.


Until now.










CHAPTER ONE A Quick History of How Work Works
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FOR MILLIONS OF YEARS our lives have been physically and emotionally centered around our work. Work has been the single biggest force of our nature. We have defined ourselves by our work and spent most of our waking hours working.


Throughout history, the major shifts in where we work have always radically reshaped our lives. Here’s a quick 2.5-million-year summary:




	
In the Stone Age, we were hunters and gatherers and would move to wherever we could find food.


	In the Agricultural Age, we settled our families on farms where we worked and lived.


	In the Manufacturing Age, people moved to cities and worked in factories.


	In the Information Age, many migrated to the suburbs and worked in offices.





Imagine if you were living during one of those transitions. It would have been daunting, turning the life of your family completely upside down. That’s exactly the type of moment we’re in.


We may be living through the biggest change in the shortest amount of time in how the workplace works in human history. It’s certainly the single biggest change relative to how work fits into and affects people’s lives since we transitioned from an agrarian to an industrial economy over a century ago.




From Farms to Factories


The last pivot in how we work and live of this scale and substance was in the early 1900s as we shifted from working and living on farms in rural areas to working in factories and living in cities. This recentered people’s lives both personally and professionally in profound ways. Up until the early twentieth century, people had primarily worked on farms and lived in rural communities for over a thousand years.


The shift from the Agricultural Age didn’t happen overnight. It was twenty-five hundred years in the making. The transition from farms didn’t really start to take hold until the 1700s and 1800s when manufacturing and mass production started to redefine how we work and live in what came to be known as the Industrial Age. Better wages and living standards sparked a slow migration to cities. But the number of people working in factories in this country didn’t actually exceed the number of people working on farms until 1920.2 So, in many ways, this is a relatively recent change.


It’s important to understand that this wasn’t just a change in where and how people work but in where and how they live. Shift had happened and it had changed everything.







Factory-Mode Becomes the Model


For the last century, the dominant model of work has been structured around going to and living near a physical location to get work done. Let’s refer to that as Factory-Mode. During the Industrial Age, people’s lives revolved around the factory, which, unlike a farm, was usually far away from their family. In a similar fashion, during the Information Age, our lives have been anchored to an office and often even farther away from our families.


The same model that was created to accommodate the need for physical labor in factories, starting with sweatshops and evolving into manufacturing lines, eventually expanded to include knowledge workers in offices, initially with cubicles and eventually open-office layouts. Advances in roads and public transportation provided the ability for people to move to the suburbs and commute to work. So, the definition and distance of a “company town” expanded, but it was still the same basic proposition and expectation that you need to set up your personal and family life in close proximity to your professional life.


It’s absolutely critical to understand that, up until recently, the overall workflow and management approach in offices remained a remnant of how factories were set up over a century ago. You were told what time you needed to show up, take a break, and go home. Your manager was right next to you looking over your shoulder to oversee and review your work, determine your compensation, and promote or fire you if they desired. Senior management set the overall benefits and working conditions. In exchange, you moved to somewhere near where your job was located, spent your personal time commuting to work, contributed to the goals of the company, and were paid for your efforts. And, of course, there was an ongoing tug-of-war over compensation, working conditions, and benefits. So, while at first working in a factory may appear to be very different than working in an office, they have actually been run in pretty much the same Factory-Mode fashion.


This mode has been our model for work and the force of our nature, both personally and professionally, for more than a century. Now suddenly, everything is changing. But is it possible that the tension of the transition we’re now going through was somewhat predictable? It turns out we may not be as unique as we think.













CHAPTER TWO A Tale of Two Pandemics
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WHILE THE CHANGES in motion in the workplace may seem completely unprecedented, when you zoom out you can see that we’ve been here before. It turns out that there are two nearly carbon-copy examples of the profound impact, both good and bad, that pandemics have had on how we work and live. There’s a pattern and there’s something we can learn from it.


We’re all familiar with the opening line to Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” Dickens used this opening to set the stage for his story of two towns, but let’s instead consider it as the progression of the stages in our Tale of Two Pandemics. At the beginning of each, it was certainly the worst of times; people were scared and felt nothing but darkness and despair. At the same time, out of each of these pandemics came the best of times for driving change in an unprecedented fashion.


The first pandemic sparked the first labor movement and inspired an age of innovation in the form of the Renaissance. The second pandemic also drove major changes in the workplace and sparked the roller-coaster ride of the roaring ‘20s.


Taken together, the tale of these two pandemics reveals a predictable pattern relative to sparking stunning transformations in how we work and live. They each resulted in a strikingly similar set of changes in the workplace, including better working conditions, higher wages, and enhanced job mobility. And while there was tension around these changes at the time, as there is today, leaders who were able to recognize the forces at play were able to jump ahead. Understanding this Tale of Two Pandemics can help us take advantage of the opportunity to shape the path forward.





Pandemic One: The Bubonic Page


The Bubonic Plague hit between 1347 to 1351. It killed one out of every two people in Europe, and close to 200 million across the world.3 The scale is stunning; it’s just impossible to process the horrifying human toll of this pandemic. So, let’s instead pivot to something way less important but central to why you’re reading this book: the huge impact that the plague had on the way in which we work.


The business headline from the Bubonic Plague is that it sparked the world’s first major labor movement. This is a huge point to understand, as it draws a bridge to what we’re experiencing right here and now. Simply stated, because so many people had died and those who survived were scared to go back to work, there weren’t enough serfs to work the fields and serve their lords. The aftermath of the human crisis was an economic crisis. Sound familiar?


Sensing the opportunity, peasants demanded wage increases and, if they didn’t receive them, started to move to other opportunities. The average wage increase at that time was close to 300 percent.4 You read that right. It certainly makes any recent wage increases look like a speed bump by comparison. But what was even more shocking is that people whose families were bound to the land of their lords for centuries, now for the first time had the freedom to find new jobs and build a new life. Leaders, otherwise known as landowners, reacted with rage, froze compensation, and put laws in place to make it difficult if not impossible for workers to leave their jobs. They were essentially trying to bring their people back to where they were in the pre-pandemic days. So a robust labor market with skyrocketing compensation resulted in a bidding war for talent, while management tried to bring things back to the past. Doesn’t that sound familiar as well?


At the same time, this turbulence and tension, as well as newfound freedoms, led to what came to be known as the Renaissance, an age of artistic, spiritual, and individual expression. The world we are in today was dramatically altered by the innovations that came out of that time period. It was a tragedy of epic proportions that led to major technological advancements in education, such as the printing press; in science, including eyeglasses and microscopes; and in architecture, with the large-scale production of iron to support and scale buildings.


Perhaps not as important, but certainly worth a mention: whisky in Scotland, bottled beer in London, and champagne in France were also invented during this time. All of those turned out to be essential for many of us a few hundred years later in helping us get through our most recent pandemic. The same was true during the Spanish Flu. Not just the need for alcohol and sedation but, more importantly, the impact that another pandemic had on work and innovation.







Pandemic Two: The Spanish Flu


A more recent example of the stunning shift that comes from a pandemic was from one hundred years ago, between 1918 and 1921—the Spanish Flu. It took an estimated 50 million lives, one out of every thirty-six people in the world and more than all twentieth-century wars combined.5 Another stunning number of lives lost that is difficult to get your head around. But the one outcome that was strikingly similar to the Bubonic Plague, as well as to what we’ve been through recently, was the impact that the Spanish Flu had on the workplace.
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