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Praise for ANCESTRAL MINDSET



“UNDERSTANDING OTHERS is the name of the game in today’s world, business and personal. John Daniel synthesizes decades of research in psychology and behavioral neuroscience into easy-to-understand terms that gives us the knowledge to become better professionals, leaders, and people. His stories from his personal and professional lives bring the content to life and provide examples on how to apply our newly found understanding and insights to our everyday situations.”

—Bill Burch

SPHR, SHRM-SCP, PCC, EXECUTIVE COACH, FORMER HR LEADER AND PRESIDENT OF HARMONY COACHING AND CONSULTING

“WITH ANCESTRAL MINDSET, John Daniel provides a concise framework for understanding how leaders and those they lead process everyday interactions and events. With his thirty-plus years of experience in HR, he translates his framework into understandable and actionable steps to improve individual and organizational performance. I consider this a must-read for any new or emerging leader.”

—Bryan Jordan

CHAIRMAN, PRESIDENT AND CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER OF FIRST HORIZON BANK

“ANYONE WHO has served in a leadership role knows that while strategy, financial management, and other traditional disciplines are important, understanding and managing people effectively is what truly makes the difference. John Daniel’s insightful, important, and must-read new book will help current and aspiring leaders understand human behavior at a deep level by explaining the evolutionary and neurological underpinnings of what makes us all tick. John’s own extensive leadership experience allows him to add practical advice and firsthand examples to drive home his lessons.”

—Bill Burke

FORMER CEO OF THE WEATHER CHANNEL COMPANIES AND FOUNDER OF THE OPTIMISM INSTITUTE

“ANCESTRAL MINDSET is a fascinating compilation of John Daniel’s decades-long study of human behavior and leadership development. Packed with research on brain evolution, behavioral neuroscience, psychology, and leadership theory, Daniel delivers an engaging, insightful, and applicable guide for leaders who want to better understand and lead their teams. His valuable, time-tested insights woven together with heartfelt stories and case studies make this a valuable resource for leaders.”

—Cindy Cleveland

CHIEF TALENT OFFICER, DIVERSIFIED TRUST
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Introduction


Everyone has a theory of human nature. Everyone has to anticipate the behavior of others, and that means we all need theories about what makes people tick.

—STEVEN PINKER






My First Ten Thousand Hours

JOHN MELVIN DANIEL was born on February 2, 1909, in what is now the Brookline neighborhood of Pittsburgh. Pap, as he was known to me, was a quiet, caring, but stubborn man. He had little education. His father, a miner, died in a freak accident digging a well at the age of thirty-eight, and Pap had to quit elementary school to help his mother. Pap’s family and friends all called him Mel, no doubt a nickname derived from his middle name, to avoid confusion with his father who was also named John. This served our family well; Pap named his first son John Melvin Jr., and in 1954 I joined the long string of John Melvin Daniels with a III attached at the end.

As a teenager Pap worked at a department store as a wrapper. He married my grandmother, Ruth, at the age of nineteen and—with little education and few job skills—spent most of the Depression era doing odd jobs to survive. In his rare reflective moments, he would talk about the challenges of the Great Depression. Pap and Ruth had two sons in the first years of their marriage, adding to their struggle. My dad arrived in 1930 and his brother less than two years later. A third son, a big surprise as the family story goes, was born thirteen years later in 1944. Uncle Ed, who was only ten years older than me, became a banker and, early in my career, a mentor.

World War II opened opportunities for low-skilled men. Pap got a job working as a truck driver for the Atlantic Richfield Company. With young sons at home and now working in the critical oil industry, Pap received a deferment and was not called up to serve in the war. But he served the Atlantic Richfield Company for over thirty-five years. He wore his company baseball cap, adorned with his many loyalty and safe-driving pins, with great pride.

Still, Pap had mixed views about the company. He sometimes spoke disparagingly about the “big bosses,” and I listened attentively as he told stories about how he subtly undermined his supervisor’s directives. Yet he spoke with pride about his long years of service and the recognition he received for his driving record. I got the sense that he loved the independence and responsibility that comes with driving a big rig truck. One of my fondest memories as a child was the annual union picnic held for all the workers and their families. I was fascinated by the way Pap interacted with his coworkers. The fellowship was marked by loud, boastful conversations and much teasing. I enjoyed the rides and games of skill, but I was enthralled with the stories, the conversations, and the interactions.

When he was fifty-six, Pap received a cash settlement from an insurance company over an automobile accident caused by another driver. He decided to use the money to fulfill a dream to become a small business owner. A local filling station franchised by Atlantic Richfield was up for sale. The details behind the transaction are long lost to history, but I remember Pap and my dad putting together plans to run the station. They agreed to run the business as equal partners, but both would keep their full-time jobs. At the time Dad was a police officer on the third shift, so he would watch over the business during the day. Pap would continue to drive his fuel truck and work at the station on the weekends. The latter was under one condition: that I would be his apprentice. So at the tender age of thirteen, clearly skating child labor laws, I started a new phase of my life as a worker. The gas station would become my laboratory for observing people. While I learned how to pump gas, change a flat tire, and replace an alternator, I learned way more about the idiosyncrasies of human behavior.

Pap rarely shared his feelings and emotions with me, but I could tell he was proud of the grandson who shared his name. As I washed customers’ windows or filled their gas tanks, he would proudly point out that I was his grandson. During those few years we worked closely together we developed a special bond. He was not a man filled with wisdom and eager to share erudite lessons. But I learned by watching him. He always showed up to work early. He was respectful of everyone. And he did every job well. He insisted that I wash the windows to the edge, that every gas cap be checked twice to make sure it was tightly secured, that oil spills were wiped clean before closing the hood of the customer’s car. There were to be no shortcuts. These lessons stuck with me throughout my work life.

The employees at the gas station were a motley crew. One key employee was a man who worked part-time to augment his full-time job. Hardworking and dependable, he could be relied upon to do his job without much supervision. The rest were unfocused and unreliable. Pap would ignore the workers he didn’t like or act in passive- aggressive ways. He would grumble to me about so-and-so being lazy or a “dumbass,” but he never addressed his concerns directly. He left the supervision to my dad, whose main management lever was to burst into a screaming rage and watch his employees scramble to do something, anything, that would make him stop. Once he cooled, he would explain his complaints and things would return to some semblance of normal. I kept a low profile during those heated moments. But I remember thinking that neither Pap’s nor Dad’s strategies seemed very effective. The station’s employees always drifted back to their old behaviors—lots of sitting, talking, and cursing while customers’ cars sat waiting to be fixed—until Dad showed up and they scurried back to work again.

I was not privy to the financial details of Dad and Pap’s entrepreneurial venture, but cracks emerged not long after the family took over the business. Many conversations took place behind closed doors, but I could see the strain of the business taking a toll on everyone. Pap and Dad must have disagreed about important decisions, which resulted in Pap’s stubbornness kicking in. He and Dad would not talk when they were in the same room, and eventually Pap stopped working at the station altogether. I do not remember the details of how it all ended, but Daniel’s Atlantic Station was swept up in the shift from small, family-owned neighborhood stations to the multibay convenience store combinations we have now. At fifteen, my career as a gas station attendant ended. But the experience left an indelible mark on me. Years later I remembered how Dad and Pap treated the customers. They knew most of them by name, having lived in the community all their lives. They greeted them like close friends, and the conversations included questions about life, the goings on in the neighborhood, and lots of storytelling.

But I also remember how they treated the local bank manager and other men in suits and big cars differently. They welcomed them more formally and deferentially and referred to them as Mr. rather than using their first name. I remember thinking, I want to be one of those guys.

My period of unemployment did not last long. While school was a priority, Daniel children learned that work was important. Dad’s police salary did not stretch very far, and there were eleven mouths to feed in the Daniel family. I first earned money delivering the local newspaper. That paper route, secured at age twelve, would later pass down to three brothers and three sisters. When the gas station closed, I got a work permit and began my employment at the Crafton-Ingram Speedy Carwash. The job at the car wash would change my life in several ways. It was there that I met a beautiful girl with long brown hair, a cute dimple on her left cheek, and a warm, welcoming smile. I fell head over heels in love. She was the cashier, and I remember racing to work after school not just to be on time but to see her smile. I asked her to the high school prom and over the next few years we spent every moment we could together. We got engaged at the age of twenty and married less than a year later. We were together for over thirty-seven years, until she lost her long and courageous battle with cancer at the all-too-youthful age of fifty-six.

The car wash was my second laboratory in the study of human behavior. My work ethic and the leadership skills I had learned in the Boy Scouts impressed the owner. He took me under his wing and treated me like a son. Under his tutelage I learned to balance the books at the end of the day, make bank deposits, order supplies, and manage the payroll. Frank trusted me and gave me a great deal of autonomy. Unlike my dad, he was calm and collected. He coached me when I made a mistake, mostly by needling me in a kind way, and never raised his voice.

Frank appointed me supervisor of the rest of the staff when he was away. At seventeen, I felt a great burden of responsibility but took on the challenge with enthusiasm. Without formal leadership training I had no idea how to lead. At first, my directives were ignored by the high school students and low-skilled, hourly wage employees. But over time, and with reinforcement from Frank, they grudgingly accepted me as a boss. The staff knew I understood how the place worked, and they came to me for answers. I gained confidence as I slowly won them over.

While working at the car wash, I was also attending college. I had only vague ideas about a career, but marriage caused me to think more deeply about my future. Working as a car wash attendant didn’t seem like the path to career and financial stability. My soon-to-be father-in-law, concerned about his daughter (as he later admitted), introduced me to his neighbor who was a vice president at Mellon Bank, one of the most prestigious employers in my hometown. A short while later I started my career in banking as a night shift mail room attendant. My first job was picking up checks from branch banks delivered to the loading dock by courier. I loaded the checks onto carts and raced them to the twentieth floor for processing. I spent a great deal of that first year on elevators. As the old joke goes, my job as a messenger had its ups and downs.

I remember my parents and grandparents congratulating me on landing a job at the bank. They thought it was a big deal, even though I had a slightly better than minimum wage job. “Start at the bottom and work your way up” was a phrase I heard multiple times. From messenger I progressed steadily through several roles: check processor, mail room lead, loan collector, and consumer loan officer to management trainee. The latter role came after my graduation from the University of Pittsburgh with a degree in political science. The management training program at Mellon was highly selective, and I became the first liberal arts graduate and internal candidate to make it into the program. One of my assignments as a trainee was to help design and deliver customer service training to branch staff. I loved the assignment and drew on all my studies in sociology and psychology to create a fun and impactful program. The assignment was serendipitous in that it gave me high visibility to bank executives. It also created a lead into a job in what was then called personnel, now human resources. I quickly discovered I had found my life’s work.

My career journey through human resources spanned over thirty-five years, the last twenty as the top HR executive at two banking companies. I worked in recruiting and witnessed first-hand the excitement of people learning about their new jobs—and for many more the disappointment of rejection. I worked in employee relations with employees who were not performing and with others who were looking for help as they struggled with the demands of work or bad bosses. I trained and coached hundreds of leaders, all with different personalities, styles, and strengths. Most were successful, but many desperately wanted the influence, prestige, and pay of a management job but lacked the basic traits and intuitions of successful leaders. I helped facilitate discussions with teams that were looking to enhance teamwork, improve productivity, or transcend differences that impeded their ability to work together. I worked closely with all levels of people, from board members and CEOs to frontline staff. As the chief human resources officer, I had a front row seat to how work life played out for thousands of employees. I have seen people at their best and at their worst. A few of those stories have found their way into this book.

Malcom Gladwell introduced the 10,000-Hour Rule in his book Outliers: The Story of Success.1 The rule is based on the research of K. Anders Ericsson, who studied the development of expertise. The rule suggests that it takes approximately ten thousand hours of dedicated practice to achieve mastery in a particular field or skill. With his skill as a storyteller, Gladwell describes how the Beatles accumulated over ten thousand hours of practice working small clubs in Europe before they had a “burst of success” in 1964. While Gladwell’s rule has been subject to some criticism and much debate for ignoring inherent talent, genetic predispositions, and other factors, it underscores an important point about the necessity of practice. I got an early start on my ten thousand hours of becoming an expert on human behavior with my paper route, followed by the gas station, the car wash, and then the bank. Ten thousand hours of engaging and watching others engage. Ten thousand hours of collaborating, listening, storytelling, arguing, negotiating… my personal PhD in our social life.




Programmed for Narrative

You will see later in the book that the ability to reflect is traitlike in that it has high levels of heritability and is stable and enduring over time. I was blessed—or cursed on multiple occasions—with this trait. For as long as I can remember, I have always thought deeply about my behavior and the behavior of the people around me. To the detriment of some of my friends and loved ones, I try to dissect and understand the thoughts, feelings, and motivations that drive behaviors. Reflection can be a source of powerful insights, but at times I came up empty trying to understand what makes people tick. I started reading everything I could find in the fields of psychology, cognitive science, sociology, behavioral economics, political science, and organizational behavior.

Many of the books and papers I read are sources for this book and are documented in the footnotes. Ten thousand hours of doing something badly does not develop expertise. Ten thousand hours of engaging in dysfunctional human behavior just makes one more dysfunctional. What I have learned and am excited to share comes from more than ten thousand hours of observation, reflection, study, and practice. It is a pretty good model for developing expertise. I have also learned that human behavior is amazingly complex, and “experts” need to approach every opportunity to add insight and value with a big dose of humility.

As you will see, my favorite perspective on human behavior comes from evolutionary psychology, a branch of psychology that seeks to understand behavior through the lens of evolutionary biology. One of the first insights I gained from this perspective is why our brains love stories. The best books are the ones with the best stories, and while this is a nonfiction work filled with research, theories, and data, I have tried to add stories as often as I can. Information gained through “stories are far more memorable—22 times more according to one study—because multiple parts of the brain are activated for narratives.”2 Stories that evoke emotions cause an emotional connection that not only improves memory but builds bonds between people. Our ancestors survived and passed on their genes through cooperation, collaboration, and culture. The latter is the store of all knowledge needed to survive in a hostile environment. Before writing, which was invented only five thousand years ago, information was embedded in narratives and thus “our brains evolved with reflexive use of narrative as part of our cognition.”3

Imagine a hunter-gatherer parent warning her child about wandering too far from the group. An admonition might work, but a story with gruesome details about how a saber-toothed tiger ate another child might have a more powerful and lasting impact. Recent research has shown that effective storytelling, rich with detail and laden with emotion, causes changes in the brain. “Stories put listeners on an equal emotional wavelength, eliciting understanding, trust and sympathy.”4 Evolution shaped our brains to use stories to bind us together as group cohesion and cooperation enhanced group survival. Storytelling did not directly contribute to obtaining food or other resources, but storytelling skills can be considered our equivalent to the speed of a cheetah or the strength and sharp teeth of a lion: important evolutionary adaptations.

Thus, our brains are wired to think in narratives, which help us convey messages, build bonds, and share knowledge. Narratives also help us make sense of the world. We organize random events and experiences into a coherent story. Local news organizations do this every night with their evening broadcasts. The anchors do not just announce crime data, new business openings, and economic figures. They weave together information to create narratives like “our city is on the move” or “our city is heading to hell in a handbasket.”5 The choice of defining narrative is guided by the values and biases of the storyteller. Narratives also play an important role in shaping our identity by providing a framework through which we understand and interpret our lives. The stories we tell about ourselves, our experiences, our failures, and our achievements contribute to our concept of self. This concept of self becomes part of our personality, the unique and enduring pattern of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that others see as us.

Personality is shaped by genetic factors and by early childhood. The former contribute to certain traits and predispositions. The latter is the sum of family dynamics, parenting styles, the level of emotional support, and early life experiences. Both are powerful in shaping who we are, but they are also beyond our control. While traits can change over time, they are relatively stable throughout our lives. An introvert who enjoys quiet time working alone isn’t likely to become a gregarious life of the party. And while we cannot change the environment and life experiences that influenced us, we can change the story we have constructed about our lives. In my talks about personality and behavior, I describe how our stories about our lives shape our identity and perspectives about life. After one of my talks, a woman came up to thank me. She recounted how her sister, from whom she is only a few years apart in age and who was raised by the same parents in the same household, has always had a very negative view of her life.

“My sister is always complaining how Mom and Dad were too strict and how we were poor and how we didn’t get to go to the best schools. While I thought my parents were tough, I benefited from the discipline. And while we did not have much, we were like most of the people in our neighborhood. I liked my school and had lots of friends and I think I have done well in my life. I have had a good career and have happy family life.” She went on to say that her sister has had a rocky career and personal life and blames it all on her upbringing. “My sister has this story in her head that all her setbacks are rooted in our childhood, but I just don’t see it that way.” There is a lot going on with the sister in this case. She may have certain personality traits or other predispositions that have contributed to her life turning out as it has. But it is clear she has crafted a life story that allows her to make sense of things.

There is a branch of psychology called narrative psychology that focuses on helping people understand and analyze their life stories. The approach starts by helping people understand that their “stories” have been constructed through the ways they interpret the events, experiences, and relationships that have impacted their lives. These stories in turn influence their perceptions, emotions, and behaviors. The narrative method acknowledges that we can’t change our past, but we can learn to better understand how our interpretations were constructed and to reframe them in a more positive way. One form of reframing is called transactional analysis, a theory developed by Eric Berne. Berne believed that people adopt certain life scripts to make sense of their experiences and thereby to better navigate the complexities of life. These scripts can guide positive behavior, but they can also contribute to distorted thinking. For example, a person who develops a script that says “I am a loser” will have low self-worth. Perhaps an abusive alcoholic parent caused the development of that script, but that self-perception can be changed through reflection and the development of a new script.




Biology and Personality

A key point you will take away from this book is that there is a lot going on in our brains that we are not consciously aware of and that impacts our thoughts and behaviors in significant ways. Imagine you are on the way to work one day. You feel a little off but can’t explain why. Another driver cuts into your lane and nearly causes you to crash. When you arrive at work, your coworkers can sense your mood. When asked if you are OK, you tell the story about the jerk who ruined the start of your day. Imagine another day. On this one you feel on top of the world. On the drive to work someone cuts in front of you. You press the brakes quickly but remain unfazed. When you arrive at work, your coworkers sense that you are in a good mood.

How do we interpret the differences between those two scenarios? The first one may be explained by any number of causes. In one case, you have ignored good sense and eaten lots of trans fats. The trans fats have an impact on your gut microbiota, which in turns causes an increase in the production of stress hormones. Those stress hormones are the explanation for that feeling of being “off.” The stress hormones cause heightened sensitivity and alertness. That can be good if you are facing a physical threat, but it also suppresses parts of the brain that control emotional regulation. In the second example, your brain was not in a heightened state. When the other driver cut in front of you, your brain processed it as a minor irritant, not a major threat, thus it did not impact your positive mental state. That’s right, gut bacteria affect your thinking, but your explanation to the world is not, “I ate a big serving of trans fats, which affected my gut bacteria, which triggered stress hormones that are now coloring my mood and thinking.” You are more likely to say, “An asshole cut me off on the way to work today and almost caused me to wreck my car.” That story is simple, explanatory, and largely made up.

I remember in high school one of my friends falling “head over heels” in love with a girl from another school at a football game. Those were his words; my word was obsessed. While he never talked with her, he stared at her all through the game. Over the next few weeks, he talked about her incessantly. I have since learned a great deal about how faces, particularly beautiful faces,6 trigger strong emotions and feelings. Our brain processes millions of bits of information about faces we’ve seen in the fusiform face area. When activated it processes powerful subliminal cues. Research shows that “attractive people are judged to be smarter, kinder and more honest. We’re more likely to vote for attractive people or hire them, less likely to convict them of crimes, and if they are convicted, more likely to dole out shorter sentences.”7 We think of ourselves as highly rational. We believe we have complete agency over our beliefs and behaviors. Yet lots of stuff is going on in our brains that we are not consciously aware of that deeply affects both. Research shows that “the shape of a woman’s face changes subtly during the ovulatory cycle, and men prefer faces at the time of ovulation.”8 Viewed from the lens of evolutionary biology, that makes perfect sense and might explain the obsession of my high school friend. The wide pretty eyes, flawless skin, and slightly altered shape triggered a flow of oxytocin that overwhelmed his capacity for clear thinking. He was hooked.

These two examples are the tip of the iceberg. The human brain was “designed by natural selection to guide the individual in making decisions that aid survival and reproduction.”9 That said, the brain was designed to learn, so not everything is innate. But much of human behavior can be traced to predispositions and tendencies wired into our brain because they served an evolutionary adaptive purpose. In his recent book Determined: A Science of Life without Free Will, the brilliant professor Robert Sapolsky argues that all human behavior is determined.10 Once you observe a behavior, your next question is to ask why it occurred. At a biological level it occurred because of the action of neurons in the brain. But why were the neurons triggered? In the example of my lovesick friend, they were triggered by hormones. But the next question is what put the hormones into circulation. Were they triggered by an experience in the past that sprouted neuronic connections outside conscious control? Were they triggered by a comment or behavior from another? If so, why did we interpret these in a particular way? As Sapolsky describes it, the chain of explanation can go all the way back to our ancestors’ experiences on the savanna.

Professor Sapolsky argues against the notion of free will because all the variables that influence behavior—from our neonatal and parental environments, hormone levels, and past traumatic experiences to our cultural and socioeconomic environments—are outside our control. I will leave that debate to the philosophers, but Sapolsky’s research shows that all the behaviors we encounter are shaped by multiple factors, from seconds ago with a flood of hormones triggered by any number of causes, to millennia ago when brain functions were shaped by evolution to adapt and thrive on the savanna.

The premise of this book is that understanding and adopting an evolutionary framework provides countless insights to help in leading, influencing, and collaborating with the people in our lives.
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chapter 1 Carrots and Sticks



Too many people hold a very narrow view of what motivates us. They believe that the only way to get us moving is with the jab of a stick or the promise of a carrot. But if you look over 50 years of research on motivation, or simply scrutinize your own behavior, it’s pretty clear human beings are more complicated than that.

—DANIEL PINK






Tribute

AS I WAS WRITING this chapter, my younger brother Marty passed away suddenly from heart failure. I was deeply saddened to lose him; he was a great dad, brother, and citizen who was loved by many. Marty never said no when a friend or family member asked for help. He was kind, quiet, and giving. He was also a bit stubborn, like our Pap. We grew up in a big family of very modest means. Mom had many rules, and the one Marty hated the most was that you had to eat everything on your plate before you were excused from the table. Marty hated cooked carrots, and he hated peas even more. I remember a few times he would sit at the table for hours and Mom would just put his plate in the refrigerator and tell him he would have to eat it for breakfast. I am not sure Mom ever made him eat his peas and carrots for breakfast. She could be tough, but she was never cruel. I love eating peas today, but I still don’t like carrots or the carrot metaphor that expresses a widely held view about human motivation.




Behaviorism

As leaders and colleagues, we are often faced with fascinating questions about people both individually and collectively. Why are people the way they are? Why do they think, feel, and act in often- peculiar ways? Sometimes we are faced with more specific questions: Why do people resist change? Why are some people highly motivated and others less so? Why do some teams get impressive results while other teams flounder in a sea of dysfunction? Why are we tribal, and why do silos spring up so naturally in organizations? The list goes on.

All of us have operating philosophies or models that help us answer these important questions, though we may not be conscious of these models as we developed the beliefs through our experiences. Some of us are behaviorists, although we might not use that label. The essence of behaviorism is captured by the metaphor of the carrot and the stick. If you want someone to do something, you provide a reward (the carrot). If the right behavior is not forthcoming, you use punishment (the stick). Etymologists believe the carrot/stick metaphor can be traced back to the nineteenth century. During those times, people raced on donkeys. One popular technique was to dangle a carrot at the end of a stick to entice the animal to run. Other riders simply used a stick to whack the donkey from left and right repeatedly to get them to run faster.

Behaviorism as a formal school of thought began in 1913 when John Watson wrote an article titled “Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It.” Behaviorism is a theory that states that all behaviors are the product of a reflex evoked by an external antecedent stimulus (a carrot or a stick). Behaviorism was expanded by Harvard psychologist B. F. Skinner, best known for the concept of operant conditioning. You may remember this from your first class in psychology. Operant conditioning is a process during which a desired behavior is induced using a series of positive reinforcements or negative punishments.

Watson and the behaviorists that followed him believed the mind was a blank slate at birth. Watson’s views are captured by the following famous quote.

“Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to bring them up in and I’ll guarantee to take anyone at random and train him to become any type of specialist I might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief, and yes even beggar-man, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors.”1

In the long-running debate in biology and psychology about nature versus nurture, the behaviorists clearly favor the latter. Their belief is that humans can imprint what they want on others’ brains because brains don’t come with much prewiring. Behaviorism dominated psychological theory through the early and middle part of the twentieth century and its influence spilled into all aspects of life, including the workplace. Our brain is very good at causal relationships: Behavior + Reward/Punishment = Results. It made sense.

As to the preceding questions, the behaviorist has some answers. Why are people the way they are? Simple. People are the product of their environment and the conditioning they have experienced. Why do people resist change? Why are some people unmotivated? For the behaviorist, again the answer is simple. There is insufficient reward or punishment. To motivate people to get them to do what we want, design the right combination of incentives and disincentives. Behaviorism seems to have explanatory power. Sometimes the right rewards do lead to desired results… but often they don’t.

In studies evaluating short-term incentive plans, such as piece-rate plans, financial rewards for higher performance seem to motivate performance. In a piece-rate pay system, employees are paid per unit processed rather than an hourly or annual salary. If the work is highly repetitive, measurable, and simple, the piece-rate system can lead to increased production and efficiency. It also provides its own feedback loop, as the employee and supervisor can easily measure results. This in turn reduces the need for close supervision. The studies seem to confirm one of behaviorism’s basic tenets. But add a little complexity to the task being rewarded and things get a lot murkier. If the task involves one or two simple steps, the worker can move quickly and without much thought. But if the task involves multiple steps and some level of real-time decision-making, piecework plans can lead to disaster. The desire of workers to earn higher pay often causes quality to suffer. Studies of piecework plans also show that workers’ inner expectations and motivations impact the success of piece-rate plans. For example, a worker’s dim view of the fairness of pay can lead to a lower performance than that of someone doing the same work at a rate viewed as more equitable.

I saw firsthand the negative impact of a behaviorist perspective on management decision-making at my first company. A new manager, David, took over a work unit at the bank that had a reputation for high performance and a desirable culture. Customers rated the business unit’s services favorably, employees loved working there, and previous managers had a reputation for developing talent. David, whose bonus plan disproportionately favored revenue growth, decided to change the sales team’s bonus plan to an incentive plan that also disproportionately rewarded sales growth. I was called in as an HR consultant when David found himself faced with a disgruntled sales team that was pushing back strongly against the new plan. I suggested to David that he keep the old plan in place and use his first full year for experimentation. I shared with him an example of another manager who had built a system of tracking sales and revenue growth by individual employee for a full year. Once the tracking system was built and the bugs worked out, the manager asked the sales team members to collaborate with him on a new incentive plan. In the case I shared, employee resistance evaporated and after the first full year of the plan’s implementation, the plan was deemed a success.

David did not like my suggestion. He wanted the plan in place immediately. I was confident his sense of urgency was driven by the design of his own bonus plan. David said his team was just resisting change. He was determined to forge ahead. Well, to make a long story short, the new plan led to several negative results both immediately and over the long term. A few years later, David was removed from his role, as both morale in his unit and customer service scores had dropped significantly. Rather than a balanced focus on both sales and customer service, team members concentrated on the former. Several high performers who loved the service aspect of the role left for other positions. New team members complained that none of the experienced salespeople would spend time coaching and mentoring. The business unit’s strength as a talent developer withered.

In 2009, Daniel Pink published Drive: The Surprising Truth about What Motivates Us, which offers a complete indictment of external rewards as a primary source of motivation. In the book, Pink points out the many deadly flaws in the “carrot and stick approach.” In addition to the quality of performance mentioned here, Pink shows that external rewards can extinguish intrinsic motivation, crush creativity, foster short-term thinking, and even lead to cheating and bad behavior. The focus on external rewards was highly influenced by the behaviorist movement, and some vestiges of that movement still reside in the minds of leaders and the cultures of many organizations.

Behaviorism has fallen out of favor both in the field of psychology and in business. Its appeal was understandable—the theory is easy to grasp and often works. It is a great way to train a dog and, in the short term, it may be a way to get your children or employees to do something they don’t want to do. But in the end, its usefulness as a tool for motivating people or as a framework for understanding them came up woefully short. Pink points out another force that contributed to its end. In the early days of the Industrial Revolution, tasks were mostly repetitive and routine. The word job comes from an Old English word meaning piece. Workers were often literally pieces or extensions of steam-powered machines. As Pink describes:


Workers… were like parts in a complicated machine. If they did the right work in the right way at the right time, the machine would function smoothly, and to ensure that happened, you simply rewarded the behavior you sought and punished the behavior you discouraged. People would respond rationally to those external forces—these extrinsic motivators—and both they and the system itself would flourish. We tend to think that coal and oil have powered economic development. But in some sense, the engine of commerce has been fueled equally by carrots and sticks… It is so deeply embedded in our lives that most of us scarcely recognize that it exists. For as long as we can remember, we’ve configured our organizations around its bedrock assumptions: The way to improve performance… is to reward the good and punish the bad.2



So the carrot and stick approach had its day until it didn’t. In the latter part of the twentieth century, a more complex world emerged. The Industrial Revolution transitioned into the age of the knowledge worker. The behaviorists’ carrot and stick became increasingly problematic and ineffective, but their influence still lingers to this day.

Along with a dramatic change in the nature of work came an explosion of new research from the fields of cognitive psychology and neuroscience about the human brain. It turns out the human mind does come with a whole bunch of prewiring. The behaviorists’ view of the mind as a blank slate succumbed to an avalanche of new research and insights. Studies of twins raised apart showed that personality traits were highly influenced by genes. Cognitive psychologists showed that we come into this world with a deep capacity for language and culture. Ethnographers documented hundreds of human universals or patterns of behavior that exist across all human cultures and are seemingly embedded in the structure of the mind.





A Quick Twelve Thousand Years

Before we dig a little deeper into this inner world of the mind, let’s take a brief look at history. Humans started living in large communities about twelve thousand years ago at the beginning of the Agricultural Revolution when crops were first cultivated and animals domesticated. As we will discuss in detail later in the book, prior to this significant transition, humans lived as hunter-gatherers in small groups of a few dozen people. Behavior was mostly influenced by social group processes. With the rise of civilization, a need arose for people to work in the fields and soldiers to provide protection. The former were often slaves and the latter mostly conscripts. As you can probably surmise, neither group gave their efforts voluntarily. A crude form of behaviorism ruled the day as external motivation was needed to force soldiers and field hands to do what was required.

Leadership today is defined in many ways, but through most of post-hunter-gatherer history the best connotation for leader was ruler. Power and coercion ruled the day as the Agricultural Revolution created new forms of organization. Social hierarchies, division of power, formal religion, kings, priests, and specialized laborers such as primitive engineers and artisans emerged. Hunter-gatherer society was organized around clan relationships and group norms. These new complex societies resulted in centralized power with an emphasis on bringing order and control.

At the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, the notion of work emerged as we know it today. Jobs were created, and for the first time, outside of the plantation or the military, large numbers of people came together to produce goods for the use and benefit of the larger society. Prior to the Industrial Revolution most people worked as farmers to provide for their families. Others worked as craftsmen producing products by hand, some for personal use and the rest for sale or exchange. Work was a portfolio of activities necessary for survival. Work was fluid. Work was intertwined with life. The first large-scale workforces of the Industrial Revolution were mostly unskilled labor. Those responsible for overseeing these workforces needed a model for how to organize work and define the type of interaction with their workers. They looked no further than the landlord-peasant, military-soldier, even slaveholder-slave models that existed all around them. Like the former, the factory owners, due to the economic and social factors that existed at the time, had significant power, and the individual workers little. The power imbalance led to the first models of worker-boss relationships focusing on hierarchy, control, a few carrots, and a lot of sticks.

The enlightenment and the science that followed it created the steam engine and other technological innovations that allowed for the Industrial Revolution. The social sciences were in their earliest stages of development and played little role in the creation of organizations. The word leadership was coined in the early nineteenth century. Its study as a discipline followed much later and was little help to the founders of the first factories. For the educated who looked for insights there were the works of Plato, Sun Tzu, and Machiavelli.3 But the orientation of all their philosophies centered on military and political leadership and the attendant notions of autocracy, power, and control.

Scientists considered the human side of the workplace in the early twentieth century. One of the first and most influential was Frederick Winslow Taylor. Taylor was trained as an engineer and was interested in using the tools of science to improve productivity and efficiency. Taylor developed the first time and motion studies. He analyzed steps in the production process and broke them down into smaller tasks, which a worker accomplished in exchange for monetary incentives. Taylor’s most famous book, The Principles of Scientific Management, was published in 1911 and was highly influential. Taylor was concerned about workers. He specifically discouraged scolding and other negative consequences (sticks) that were common in the workplaces he studied. But his focus on breaking down work to its most menial tasks was dehumanizing and ignored the emotional needs of workers.4

With the introduction and refinement of the assembly line as a mode of production, and the application of Taylor’s tools for efficiency and productivity, work became faster paced, more rigidly controlled, and increasingly separated from other aspects of life. Factory work took a heavy toll on the people who performed it. Autocratic leadership inherited from the military and plantations, combined with Taylorism and behaviorism, created a combustible period in human history. Worker protests and violence aimed at changing working conditions eventually led to the labor movement, government intervention in the workplace, and a slew of new laws to protect workers rights and improve working conditions.

In the early part of the twentieth century, a new field of industrial and organizational psychology (I-O) emerged. As the core of psychology expanded beyond behaviorism to explore the inner mind, industrial psychology followed Taylor into the workplace to better understand human behavior with an eye to increasing worker productivity. The most famous studies of the pre-World War II era were the Hawthorne studies conducted at the Western Electric plant in Chicago by Elton Mayo, a professor at the Harvard Graduate School of Business. Mayo, like most of the researchers of that time, was interested in learning how to increase worker productivity. The original purpose of his studies at the Western Electric plant was to determine the relation between the intensity of illumination and the efficiency of workers, measured in output.5 The studies resulted in an unexpected insight: the mere fact that the workers knew they were being monitored impacted their output. This reaction was called “the Hawthorne effect.”6

While Mayo’s studies have come under criticism for methodological reasons, they are considered seminal. The Western Electric studies confirmed what researchers were increasingly coming to understand: that productivity and motivation were related to worker satisfaction and other attitudinal factors. Attitude surveys of workers were beginning to be used by researchers in many large companies in the early 1930s. Their expansion was aided by the development of a research tool by the renowned social psychologist Rensis Likert (correctly pronounced “Lick-urt”). His odd-numbered bipolar scale is named for him and is still widely used today.

In the first half of the twentieth century, the management of large organizations and the researchers who studied those organizations were primarily interested in only a few questions focused on worker motivation with the aim to improve worker productivity. While there was concern for employee welfare, it was secondary to the productivity question. The Hawthorne studies as well as the work of scientists interested in worker attitudes laid the foundation for what has come to be called the “human relations movement.”7 The movement encapsulates a wide body of research that focused on the employer-employee relationship and later on the inner needs and wants of workers.

As noted earlier, the behaviorists believed that the mind was a blank slate. They did not acknowledge that the people who entered workplaces came with a bunch of stuff deeply wired into their brains. But by the middle of the twentieth century, greater complexity in the nature of work had entered the picture. Taylor’s first factories saw workers as extensions of machines. The ever-evolving workplaces increasingly called for workers with not just strong backs and hands, but also brains.

The 1950s was a period of robust innovation and insight in the fields of social and industrial psychology. Many were highly influenced by Abraham Maslow and his need hierarchy theory. Rather than focus on expressed attitudes, Maslow believed that people were driven by five basic needs, and that those needs followed a sequential hierarchical order.


[image: Image]
Figure 1: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs



As depicted in Figure 1, physical needs are at the base of the hierarchy. The needs for food, water, sex, and sleep are primary and necessary for basic survival. If an individual is lacking these basic needs, higher level needs have no power to motivate. The need for safety and security, love and belonging, self-esteem, and self- actualization followed in ascending order.

I remember learning Maslow’s hierarchy in one of my first leadership classes in the late 1970s. The facilitator used the model to point out that when employees lack safe and predictable environments (the second tier in Maslow’s hierarchy), attempts to build a friendly and collegial environment will be unproductive. The company I worked for at the time employed many managers who believed that the best way to motivate people was to “keep them on their toes.” In other words, they would use competition, bullying, and threats to “motivate” their teams. Intuitively, I could see that their methods were counterproductive. Maslow’s hierarchy gave me insight as to why.





Theory X, Theory Y, and Human Relations

My first leadership workshops also exposed me to the ideas of other leading thinkers from the human relations movement. Douglas McGregor, another influential Harvard professor, developed two contrasting theories that explained how managers’ assumptions about what motivates people significantly impact their management style. He labeled these Theory X and Theory Y. Managers who believe workers are lazy, unmotivated, and not interested in company goals are likely to use a more autocratic, micromanaging management style (Theory X). Those who believe people are self-motivated and want to take pride in their work are more likely to use a participative management style (Theory Y).

My fascination with what I was learning in my leadership classes inspired me to further my studies. I majored in and graduated college with a degree in political science. The study of leadership in a work setting aligned nicely with what I had learned about political leadership. In my first decade in the workplace, I observed management and leadership closely. Many of the first leaders I encountered were part of what is known in generational studies as the Silent Generation. Many had served in the military or were highly influenced in their management style by former military officers. Many of them enacted unapologetically autocratic management practices. Their language and behavior betrayed their Theory X assumptions. Their view of human nature seemed to center on the belief that people were primarily focused on their own interests and thus were passive or even resistant to organizational goals. They didn’t think much or care much about their workers’ needs or concerns. In fact, it was thought taboo to even delve into such topics. Of course, every generalization is wrong; while I worked for and knew a lot of Theory X managers, there was no pure form. Some seemed more compassionate and caring than others, and I was blessed early on to work for a Theory Y manager who was a master in participative management. He became a role model for my own leadership style.

The human relations movement produced several other theories that were incorporated into management and leadership training. Frederick Herzberg developed the two-factor motivation-hygiene theory.8 Herzberg believed that the opposite of satisfaction is not dissatisfaction but no dissatisfaction. He argued that pay, working conditions, policies, and other job elements were hygiene factors. They needed to be seen as reasonable and fair and not as sources of dissatisfaction. Once dissatisfaction is removed, then a manager could use recognition, increased responsibility, a sense of belonging, and so forth, to increase motivation. Said simply, if employees think their pay is unfair and working conditions are terrible, recognition awards and praise will be met with skepticism and even anger.

The human relations movement had a profound impact on workplaces in the latter part of the twentieth century. My exposure to the movement in management and leadership training classes sparked a deep passion in me and propelled me into a career in human resources. My generation of Baby Boomers, those born from 1946–1964, entered the workplace en masse in the late 1960s and 1970s. Influenced by the activism and cultural change of our formative years, we challenged the mores and values of the workplace. Our desire for more autonomy in our work and a preference for participative managers aligned with the growing body of ideas from the human relations movement and leadership studies, which steadily moved management styles from the Silent Generation’s more autocratic mode.

As to the answers to our opening questions, the human relations movement introduced a new level of complexity. Motivation is seen largely as a by-product of human needs. For example, workers may resist change because they lack basic safety needs as pointed out by Maslow’s hierarchy. The human relations movement was very influential in the workplaces of the subsequent decades. McGregor not only challenged Theory X thinking on the part of managers, but he also ushered in a new era of theory-driven empirical research. Researchers began to look deeply at job design, the social aspects of the work environment, employee satisfaction, goal setting, and other aspects of performance management. Knowledge workers, supported by higher levels of workforce mobility, demanded that employers respond to their needs for autonomy and personal development.




Leadership as a Field of Study

In The Republic, Plato describes leadership as a duty that requires wisdom, fairness, temperance, and courage. As noted earlier, Sun Tzu and Machiavelli were influential in describing strategies for engaging in war and politics. While these works were not widely read by the workforce leaders of the twentieth century, their influence endured in the mental models of leadership. Up to that point, leadership was largely framed as a highly directive, autocratic activity. Leaders were at the top of the hierarchy, experienced, wise, and expected to have all the answers. Celebrated leaders were heads of state such as Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, and Winston Churchill, and generals such as Eisenhower and Patton.

These men—and the ideal models of leadership then were almost always men—were admired for their decisiveness, their courage, and their ability to use power and influence to achieve their objectives. The first formal studies of leadership focused on finding and confirming the qualities of effective leaders. With the development of trait theory, research expanded to the traits of successful leaders. The premise was simple: identify successful leaders, identify similarities across these leaders’ competencies and traits, and create a model of the ideal leader. As trait theory and statistical methods advanced, these studies were valued for their scientific rigor and were used heavily in identifying and training leaders.

However, this approach to studying leadership was criticized by many scholars because it neglected the other half of the equation: followers. More recent studies of leadership have considered elements beyond the qualities of the individual in the leadership role. Situational theory suggests that leadership is more than a “great man.”9 It insists that situations produce the person, not the other way around. Situational leadership called for leaders to change their behavior based on the context and the skill and motivation of the people they are leading. Servant leadership combined elements of both preceding theories. Servant leaders were those who had a psychological orientation that allowed them to put the needs of employees first by sharing power and focusing on the development of people. Robert Greenleaf, who is credited with developing the concept of the servant leader, emphasized that followers don’t exist to serve the leader but that the leader exists to serve the followers. “The servant-leader is a servant first… It begins with a natural feeling that one wants to serve first.”10

There has been an explosion of research and writing on leadership in the last forty years. Adding to situational and servant leadership were a dizzying number of concepts such as transformational leadership, functional leadership theory, expectancy theory, and others. What has emerged from all this study and theorizing is a robust body of research on how to identify, train, coach, and develop leaders. The culmination of this research is seen by many as the clarity that leadership is a complex social phenomenon that takes place in specific contexts between a leader and a unique set of people called followers. Leading one person creates a relationship; once you add another person to the mix, the three brains connect and culture emerges. The concept of culture will be covered extensively later in the book.

While this body of research doesn’t answer our opening questions, it does provide a leader with several concepts and tools. When faced with unmotivated, change-resistant workers, a leader can switch to servant mode or experiment with situational leadership styles. As we dig deeper into these questions, I will refer to this brief discussion on leadership by adding insights gained by our deeper understanding of our basic human nature.

Most of us are fascinated by our own and others’ behaviors. As you will learn in the coming chapters, this interest is deeply imbedded in our nature by natural selection. Figuring out what other people want was necessary for the survival of our ancestors and is very helpful in living a satisfying and productive life today. For leaders, understanding what makes people tick is critical to the success of the role. It is helpful to have some model or framework to anticipate and predict the behavior of others. One of the most famous models is astrology, “a belief system that suggests a connection between celestial phenomena and events on earth including human life and personality.”11 While the system has been debunked by modern science, many major newspapers still include horoscopes that describe personality types by birth date. In 2024, a “YouGov poll found that 32% of Americans at least ‘somewhat agree’ that someone’s astrological sign (e.g., Gemini, Pisces) accurately describes their character and personality traits.”12 Spencer Greenberg, a self-described mathematician- entrepreneur in social sciences, conducted research on the ability of astrology to predict life outcomes and found, as hundreds of research studies before him, that astrology performs “absolutely horribly” when it comes to predictability. Personality traits, which we will describe in a later chapter, do very well.

One framework for understanding human behavior that is also well known and widely appreciated is generational theory. Most generational theorists focus on major events and their impact on generational cohorts, which are, of course, based on birth dates. The idea of categorizing people into generations dates to the early part of the twentieth century but gained prominence in the 1990s with the publication of dozens of books and articles describing the differences between generations based on the “imprint hypothesis.” This theory ascribes differences in beliefs, values, and behaviors of a generation based on their shared experiences of major historical events. For example, the Silent Generation, defined as people born between 1928 and 1945, was shaped by the Great Depression and World War II, which caused most of the cohort to trend toward conformity, traditionalism, and thriftiness. Baby boomers (1946–1964) named and influenced by the sheer size of their cohort, were influenced by the Cold War, the war in Vietnam, and the protest movements of the 1960s. Research showed boomers were characterized by idealism, social activism, and a focus on individualism.

As an HR leader and former political science student, I was an enthusiastic reader of generational research. I followed others in introducing the concepts to the workplace, particularly to leaders to help them understand the beliefs, attitudes, and values of their fellow workers. My enthusiasm waned when I saw the application of generational insights translated into overly simplistic generalizations and stereotyping. I saw baby boomer and Gen X (1965–1979) leaders assign broad insights about the millennial generation (also known as Generation Y, 1980–1994) as specific attributes in individuals. The human tendency toward confirmation bias kicked into overdrive, and every anecdote became supporting evidence for the theory that millennials were unmotivated, narcissistic, and indecisive. In the latter part of my career as an HR executive, I discouraged generational training to leaders. I made the case that you can’t understand and predict someone’s behavior based on a birth date; that’s no better than astrology.

While using generational insights to understand an individual’s behavior can be counterproductive, the research can be the source of powerful insights to executives, marketing professionals, and HR leaders who are trying to understand large population shifts in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. For example, the manager in charge of benefits may want to stay aware of the generational trends in the wants and needs of new workers entering the workforce. Marketing professionals will want to understand shifting customer needs that can be better understood using a generational framework. The most astute generational researcher is Jean Twenge, a professor of psychology at San Diego State University. Professor Twenge discounts the imprint hypothesis and argues that generational differences in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors are caused by technology. She means technology in its broadest sense, not just computers and phones, but every invention that makes modern life easier, safer, better. This ranges from improvements in medical care to washing machines to new modes of transportation.

Twenge links the generational differences of each cohort and the corresponding technological advancements of each era. Home appliances such as modern washing machines, dryers, and microwaves made domestic chores easier and less time-consuming. The invention and widespread use of the birth control pill changed the lives of women and accelerated the women’s movement. Today, social media is dramatically shaping Generation Z (1995–2012)—largely to negative effect, according to Twenge and others, as it minimizes face-to-face social contact, which is a primary human need as we will see in later chapters. Twenge further argues that technology has allowed greater levels of individualism, for better and for worse: “In general, individualism has the advantage of more individual freedom and choice, and the downside of more social disconnection.”13 A second trend that technology fosters is what Twenge calls “slower life.” She documents how Gen Y and Gen Z take longer to grow up. They get jobs, leave home, and get married and have children later than previous generations. These dynamics cause myriad generational differences.

I have immersed myself in generational studies and found it has added greatly to my insight into human behavior. But like all the ideas and models introduced in this chapter, I should emphasize one caution: every individual is unique. Our personality, beliefs, attitudes, values, and ways of doing and behaving are the result of complex interactions of biology, environment, and culture. When interacting with another person, we should always try to understand that person at an individual level. However, there is a growing body of research that can help us understand the mysteries of what is going on in our brains and in the brains of all those we meet and engage.
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