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Praise for Thrive by Design

			“Get Thrive By Design, a graduate course in employee engagement in a compelling, well-crafted read chock-full of immediately actionable content. The micro-learning video courses we have created based on Don’s work tops our ratings. Incredible insight and a completely fresh take on leadership—an essential read for any leader or manager serious about their craft.”

			—Steve Meyer, CEO, Rapid Learning Institute

			“Construction is a tough business, and nothing is more challenging than creating the right work environment where great people come together and perform at their best. We are constructing a culture that has allowed us to flourish even on the most demanding projects. Culture is king in our mind, and the insights in Thrive By Design have captured the hearts and minds of our top leaders.”

			—Craig Weems, COO, Sunland Asphalt

			“When I experienced firsthand the impact of a science-based approach to creating a workplace where employees look forward to coming to work, I was all in. The depth of understanding on what drives the daily performance of our employees has been revelatory. The hands-on insights in Thrive by Design are a breath of fresh air in the otherwise stale atmosphere of leadership advice.”

			—Els Thurmote, CEO, TVH Americas

			“Most of us at SEH are engineers, architects, scientists, and planners, and we knew we needed more than Gantt charts and flow diagrams to move our culture to a new level. The practical advice laid out in Thrive by Design as implemented by Don and his team has moved our culture to a demonstrably better place. Turnover is down and performance is up. We are much better positioned for attracting and retaining the best talent and solving client challenges.”

			—Sam Claassen, CEO, Short Elliott Hendrickson Inc. (SEH)
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

			Don Rheem is CEO of E3 Solutions, a provider of employee workplace metrics that allow organizations to build engaged, high-performance cultures. Rheem focuses on using science-backed research in consulting with leaders at all levels within an organization.

			Rheem and his team show business leaders how to create the workplace conditions that trigger hardwired motivators that improve employee performance. These intrinsic drivers of human behavior increase employee engagement in ways that improve productivity, positivity, team alignment, morale, and retention.

			A former science advisor to both the US Congress and the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, Rheem shares with clients a grounded and empirically validated methodology to get employees more engaged and better positioned for bottom-line success. 

			Rheem has more than thirty years of experience helping organizations derive more value and impact from everyday business functions. His clients include Honeywell, Bank of America, Corporation for Public Broadcasting, National Institutes of Health (NIH), Smithfield Foods, Major League Baseball, Discovery Channel, LexisNexis, Green Mountain Coffee, and many other national brands and nonprofits.

			He has coached US senators, royalty, and thousands of CEOs and senior executives in the private and nonprofit sectors.

			A former White House correspondent for the Christian Science Monitor with a background in science, technology, and politics, Rheem is also an award-winning public affairs executive. He served as a technical consultant to the Committee on Science, Space, and Technology in the US House of Representatives, advising members on public policy issues, including basic scientific research. Rheem comes from a long line of entrepreneurs; his great-grandfather built the first oil refinery on the west coast before becoming president of Standard Oil and his grandfather was the founder of Rheem manufacturing, once a Fortune 200 company and still one of the largest suppliers of water heaters and air conditioning equipment in the world.

			A popular speaker and thought leader, Rheem lectures throughout North America and Europe on increasing employee engagement, helping thousands of CEOs understand the primary drivers of exceptional workplace behavior. Rheem lives just outside of Washington, DC, with his wife, Dr. Kathryn Rheem, and in his free time he enjoys writing and spending time with his family.

			
INTRODUCTION

			Executives and managers are under unprecedented pressure to produce improved results in what have become the most fast-paced, complex workplace conditions in history. This complexity stems from a myriad of factors, such as a growing reliance on data collection and analysis, evaporating administrative support, and disruptive change in areas across the board, including in materials, design, and manufacture. At the same time, leaders at all levels are witnessing a steady decline in talent (employees with the competency to do the work well), a millennial generation (now the largest segment of the US labor pool) that expects more from employers than just a paycheck, grueling global competition, increasing government oversight and regulation, and the list goes on. Never has the recipe for organizational success been more complicated, and no ingredient is more critical to that success than the people who go to work every day. How employees show up—either engaged and volunteering their discretionary effort or simply doing the minimum—will determine the truly great companies going forward.

			As human beings, our most compelling need is for connection. Clinical evidence and research in neuroscience and social science reveals the unambiguous benefits of working in groups and having safe and secure connections with others. Through this research, the clear picture that emerges is of a species biologically driven to work together and share the load, leveraging strong relationships for mutual benefit.1

			There is overwhelming evidence that we are hardwired to perform at our best in a group—what historically was a clan or a tribe. Today, the workplace fulfills that neural hunger. Work is where adults in the Western world spend most of their time (while awake) with other adults.

			In my organization, we operate on the understanding that because humans are herd animals, we are hardwired from birth to connect with others—and for most of us that is a key driver and benefit of going to work. As savvy leaders will come to understand in the coming decades, landing a great job will be defined more by how it feels than by how it pays. 

			As savvy leaders will come to understand in the coming decades, landing a great job will be defined more by how it feels than by how it pays. 

			At E3 Solutions, where I serve as founder and CEO, our approach to creating high-performance workplace cultures is unique. We use empirically validated science to construct a methodology that consistently and predictably improves the quality and the expression of employee behavior. Not only can we prove that our approach works, I explain why employees are more engaged (productive, focused, fulfilled) as a result. The benefits radiate beyond the individual to the team, the department, and the organization. The key is in the biological hardwiring of humans—a neurological imperative that makes certain conditions universal drivers of high-level performance, now frequently referred to as employee engagement.

			At E3 we focus on the systems, leadership skill sets, and environments that encourage engagement, based on new insights into what allows the brain to thrive. Unfortunately, the conditions that exist inside typical workplace cultures are rarely aligned with this understanding of what nurtures great performance. In this book, I want to help leaders at all levels in the organization understand the conditions in which the brain will “thrive by design.” When these conditions are created in workplace cultures, whether by the CEO across the organization or by managers within their teams, employee engagement increases. This is not about motivational posters and free lunches. It’s about organizations being more intentional with their cultures. It’s about creating the conditions the brain has looked for every day since birth in order to have meaningful and trusted relationships. 

			When leaders move their culture in the direction we recommend, employees behave with higher levels of mental acuity, productivity, and fulfillment, among a host of other pro-engagement outcomes. We know, for example, that a better model for engaging employees is based on positive, constructive feedback and more frequent validation and recognition. While not the total story, shifting to a more positive mindset and a positive leadership model is just one approach where the research shows remarkable results. 

			It is also essential for business leaders to find better ways to connect and engage millennials and Gen Z employees, who tend to frame work in distinctly different ways than preceding generations. In chapter 1, we will explain why the old leadership style, typically hierarchical and punitive (“I may have to write you up . . .”), simply won’t work like it used to. Members of the youngest (and largest) segment of the US workforce are demanding more from their leaders and the overall experience of work, and in the pages that follow you will discover an effective road map for how to interact more effectively in what I refer to as the mindset economy, where employees want to find meaning and purpose between, rather than within, the weekends.

			I also talk about adult attachment theory, especially in chapter 2, “Relationship Science.” Seven decades of research on adult attachment show that, as human beings, not only are we hardwired to be in a group but, more specifically, we also need to have safe and secure connections on a personal or intimate basis. The work of Dr. Susan Johnson, director of the International Centre for Excellence in Emotionally Focused Therapy, is nothing short of remarkable and is the foundation of this chapter. 

			What you will find in the pages that follow are some very practical approaches to outperforming your competition. As business leaders begin to realize that the nascent talent shortages so many companies are now facing are actually permanent—and will only get worse over time—everyone will be rushing to create compelling workplace cultures in order to attract and keep the best talent possible. But when everyone is doing the same thing at the same time (no matter how efficacious), your early adopter advantage is lost.

			In this book, you will get suggested interventions on how to build better, healthier, and more engaged workplace cultures. You will also gain invaluable insights into why these interventions work. You’ve heard the saying “Give a man a fish and he eats for a day; teach him to fish and he eats for a lifetime.” I want today’s leaders to have a much better understanding of what people need in order to thrive. With that knowledge, you can create your own interventions!

			I also share a hardwired relational narrative created by our species centuries ago whose importance we are only now beginning to understand. This narrative is the ultimate behavioral “big picture” because it reveals a context for just about everything we do behaviorally. By engaging your employees, you can increase productivity, share your passion, and help your organization thrive. Read on and you’ll see that this new relational science will be the key distinguishing characteristic of tomorrow’s model companies.
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CHAPTER 1

			
The Workplace Has Evolved 

			For most of human history, the only instrument needed to induce employees to complete their duties energetically and adroitly was the whip.2

			—Alain de Botton

			There is no question that the demands on leaders have never been more sophisticated and complex than they are today. Whether it’s managing the supply chain, using a new suite of workplace analytics, or dealing with automation, quality control, or employee performance, the span of talents needed to be a successful manager and leader is increasing. Management at all levels needs new and better skills to cope with these growing challenges.3

			In the geography of today’s workplace, tectonic shifts are in motion that will subduct many of the old ways of managing people beneath a healthier surface plate of workplace engagement. In this chapter, we will look at two overarching trends that will shape the new workplace—first, a seismic shift in the availability of talent and labor, and second, an equally profound shift in the mindset of the new talent pool. We will also examine what the new needs will be for leaders who want to outperform the competition.

			Workplace 1.0–2.0

			As a conceptual framework, let’s break the postindustrial workplace into three general eras. Workplace 1.0 took place roughly from 1815 to the late 1960s. A significant marker of this era was that there were always more people than jobs, so those who had work were motivated in large part by the fear of being fired. In this abundant labor market, there was very little attention paid to workers beyond their general job competence and productivity. For baby boomers, their parents, and grandparents, the predominant lens through which they saw work was the need to get a job and keep it. Indeed, economic survival in the twentieth century was primarily linked to having secure employment. In this kind of environment, it was far more important to have a job than it was to enjoy the work or to find meaning in it. As my grandfather, Richard S. Rheem, built Rheem manufacturing into one of the largest manufacturers of water heaters, heating, and air conditioning in the world, employees were in abundance, and very little time was spent on slackers. There was a regular line at the Rheem employment office on just about every job site. The employees that Rheem hired were grateful for the job and strove to keep it; employee family finances were razor thin—there was no margin for failure.

			Workplace 2.0 followed and will likely continue for another decade or so, depending on labor availability and the economy. A combination of robust economic growth and a decline in available talent would shorten this transitional era, in which organizations are facing exponential shifts not only in markets and technology but also in how they lead, engage, and keep their workforce. Company values and culture are emerging as competitive differentiators for employees (and customers), especially in the technology and software fields related to smart devices, artificial intelligence, and robotics. We have also seen this play out with increasingly popular companies that have a strong social entrepreneurship focus, such as TOMS shoes, Warby Parker, and the like. Workplace 2.0 is where we start to see a bifurcation of struggling leaders and effective leaders. Struggling leaders look back fondly on the “good old days” of command-and-control management where employees came to work simply out of obligation. Effective leaders, however, welcome a new era where staff members look forward to coming to a workplace that is positive—where collaboration and a relational mindset are as important as accountability and performance metrics.

			
Age of Compliance 

			I think of the Workplace 1.0 era as the Age of Compliance—a time when employees needed to comply with whatever conditions were offered in order to keep their job. If an employee couldn’t comply with the terms of the job, they would typically be fired and replaced with a willing-to-comply new employee just grateful to get a regular paycheck and a better chance at the American Dream.

			The Age of Compliance was relatively easy on managers for this reason; people came to work because they had to—they had few, if any, choices. A manager’s primary responsibility was making sure everyone showed up and delivered a decent day’s work for a decent day’s pay. Managers didn’t have to have a particularly robust leadership skill set in order to do the job. If a seasoned employee worked hard and was fairly responsible, he or she could be promoted to a manager. Tenure, not skill set, was—and to a large extent still is—the primary reason employees are lifted into management. It didn’t matter if employees didn’t like their manager, because they really had no choice. They worked for the manager not because that person was a great leader but because he or she was the boss.

			Let’s contrast this Age of Compliance to where we are headed over the next ten to twenty years at the tail end of Workplace 2.0. Because of a declining rate of labor growth in combination with an increasing level of skill needed to perform well in a postindustrial economy, finding talent has become increasingly difficult. Not only will there be a declining rate of new job entrants, but the skill sets needed to accomplish the work will be harder to find. Our clients are already finding themselves in the enviable position of having growing markets but with a debilitating inability to fill positions needed to meet that growth. 

			Strategic affairs expert George Friedman reflects on this issue in his book The Next 100 Years: A Forecast for the 21st Century: “Quite simply, in the first half of the century, the population bust will create a major labor shortage in advanced industrial countries. Today, developed countries see the problem as keeping immigrants out. Later in the first half of the twenty-first century, the problem will be persuading them to come. Countries will go so far as to pay people to move there.”4

			Just as nations must adapt to new geopolitical realities, business must also adjust to pervasive changes in the labor landscape. The business press likes to talk of disruptive new technologies (smartphones, Uber); in the future, the same word will be used by economists and historians as they describe the massive shift in the way business treats employees over the coming decade. We have seen similar seismic shifts in the business world before. The advent of railroads changed the early American economy, just as the interstate highway system created a modern transportation infrastructure that changed the way businesses could operate. The broad use of computers in business and at home is another obvious major shift in the nature and daily functioning of our economy.

			The shift we now face is driven by the fact that we are approaching the cliff edge of the most severe labor shortage we have faced since World War II, only this one isn’t short term. Headlines like The Wall Street Journal’s “America’s Growing Labor Shortage”—in this case lamenting the looming worker shortage in the construction and agricultural sectors—will multiply.5 The day after that headline appeared, USA Today led the business section with an article describing a 1.4 million shortfall in software development employees by 2020.6 Declining rates of labor growth across the industrialized world are not going to change, and the result will be a talent war as organizations compete to find employees with the appropriate skill sets to meet the demands of economic growth, prosperity, and the growing complexity of work. This isn’t just a high-tech issue; the CEOs I work with complain of shortages across the board—machinists, welders, coders, social media specialists, and more.

			Additionally, the population in the industrialized world is shrinking.7 Economists explain that the primary reason for this reduction is that, from a purely financial perspective, children—considered valuable economic assets in a preindustrial world, where they could be put to work by age six or seven—have become economic liabilities in a postindustrial world, where instead of materially contributing at a young age there is little to offset their expenses. These costs are not trivial; recent government data put the average cost of raising a child (born in America in 2013) until age eighteen at $245,340. If you adjust for projected inflation, that number increases to $304,480.8 And that is before adding in the cost of a college education. The point is, the more expensive children became, the less likely families were to want—or be able to afford—more of them.9

			Workplace 3.0: The Age of Choice

			The challenge is even more complex than simply labor scarcity. As baby boomers retire, the proportion of younger workers is rapidly expanding, and that creates its own tectonic shifts in the workforce. Millennials (adults aged twenty to thirty-five in 2017) now represent more than half of the American workforce, and that proportion will continue to grow over the next decade. In 2014, millennials surpassed the percentage of employed baby boomers, and in the first quarter of 2015 they surpassed Gen Xers to become the largest share (more than fifty-three million strong) of working Americans.10

			This shift has remarkable impact, not simply because of the growing proportion but also because of significant differences in what millennials are looking for in the workplace. Generally speaking, this generation has not experienced anything close to the financial deprivation and economic disruption their parents and grandparents endured. While this is a significant economic accomplishment for the United States, it does highlight one of the important framing issues around jobs that is significantly different from previous generations. Simply having a job is no longer enough. Members of this generation are often characterized as seeking opportunities in which they not only make a difference but also see how their personal contributions create impact. There is nothing wrong with this mentality per se; it just highlights the different mindset of millennial job holders. 

			Also—thanks to parents, coaches, and changing rules for competition—as children, millennials usually received trophies just for participating or carried home seventh-place ribbons to tack on their bulletin boards. These experiences naturally increased their appetite for validation and recognition—even if it was simply for showing up. This may be why research now suggests there is a rise in narcissism in this generation,11 which does not bode well for authentic teamwork and collaboration.

			The millennial view of work is essentially different. Yes, millennials need a job to be able to afford the lifestyle they want to live, but they also want to be proud of what they do, enjoy the time they spend at work, build their social networks, and be validated (even rewarded) for their involvement in work assignments, regardless of the outcome. Most organizational leaders and managers are ill-prepared to respond to these needs.

			These two forces working together—a shortage of talented labor in combination with employees’ preferences on when, how, and even where they work—will lead to what we refer to as the Age of Choice. In this Workplace 3.0 era, not only will employees have more specific demands related to their employment, they will have a multitude of choices on where to work based on a growing level of talent scarcity. While this may be seen by some as primarily a crisis of recruitment, we see it more as a crisis of leadership and managerial capacity.

			The fact is, in the Age of Choice, when employees of any age cohort have a toxic manager, they will be far more likely to seek employment elsewhere. Without the fear that they won’t be able to find new work, employees will not need to endure toxic managers or conditions. Instead, they will simply quit and try their chances elsewhere. 

			Impact on Leadership

			In this environment, managers need to create the conditions where people look forward to coming to work. For example, the Gallup organization, after an extensive meta-study of research around workplace engagement, estimated that about 70 percent of the factors influencing employee engagement are “owned” by managers. Toxic managers, those limited to hierarchical, punitive-based, “my way or the highway” approaches, will become expensive liabilities to their companies. As a general rule, employees join companies and quit managers. 

			Companies that respond early to this new labor reality will find it easier to recruit and hold onto talent, stay apace with the growing services and product appetite from existing and new clients, and remain highly competitive from a cost perspective. They will also notice that their clients, their community, and the business media will be far more likely to note the broad positive implications of their high-performance culture.

			Organizations slow to recognize and adapt to these coming changes are going to be at a distinct competitive disadvantage. They will have higher rates of turnover, higher costs for training (and retraining), recruitment challenges, higher labor costs (since the primary way they will be able to attract and retain talent will be through signing bonuses and higher salaries), and lower levels of workplace engagement. It will also be harder to build and maintain high degrees of customer engagement.

			The most efficient solution to this new labor reality is for organizational leaders and their management teams to adopt science-based, empirically validated strategies and actions. The strategies laid out in this book are designed to create the conditions where we know employees can thrive, where they will perform at a level much closer to their full capability. 

			This book can correct decades of outdated management practices and help stem the hemorrhaging of talent and profits resulting from ineffective leadership. You can help remove the barriers to extraordinary workplace cultures with insights and tools that allow employees to “thrive by design.”

			There are many great leadership books in print that deal primarily with individual elements of the workplace ecosystem (teams, leader character, trust, etc.), but few (if any) of them trace back to the neurological origins, let alone the behavioral underpinnings, of why employees change their performance in pro-employer directions. This book does.

			CHAPTER INSIGHTS

			
					The Industrial Revolution kicked off the Age of Compliance, a time when employees were just grateful to have a job to support their family, and managers could easily lead with a “my way or the highway” approach.

					As we move into the Age of Choice, we face two competing dynamics, a growing need for highly skilled talent at the same time the rate of labor growth is in decline. This means there will be fewer highly skilled people available to fill new and existing jobs in a growing economy.

					
Millennials are now the largest segment of the professional workforce. Rather than searching for job security alone, they seek opportunities where they can make a difference and see their personal contributions make an impact—and they are not afraid to change jobs until they find them.

					Toxic managers don’t create the conditions where employees look forward to coming to work. In the Age of Choice, these leaders face increased turnover and decreased team engagement, performance, and profitability. 

			

			CHAPTER ACTION STEPS

			
					
Reflect: Run through a mental list of the employees that report directly to you. Do you know what drives them to show up to work every day? Have you created an environment that offers challenge, meaning, and purpose? Or do you operate with a “my way or the highway” approach?

					
Act: Workplace dynamics are shifting; draft your strategy for how you can adapt your leadership style and why that matters to your organization.

					
For Manager Resource Center subscribers: Visit ManagerResourceCenter.com and review the Changing State of the American Workforce timeline (found in the Foundation section) to remind yourself why employee engagement needs to be a focus today more than ever before.
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CHAPTER 2

			
Relationship Science

			Humans are fundamentally a social species whose social environment has shaped our genes, brains, and bodies, and our biology has fundamentally shaped the social environments we have created.12

			—The Oxford Handbook of Social Neuroscience

			The dominant ecology for the human being is other human beings.13

			—Dr. James Coan

			Imagine that our species, after countless centuries of trial and error, has found a “sweet spot” where we perform at our best and maximize our chances not just for survival but for success. And imagine that this knowledge has been refined and honed down to lessons so vital that they have been hardwired into the brain and passed from generation to generation as a part of our genetic heritage. Envision as well that these neurally etched principles serve as behavioral blueprints for leading a successful life and are deemed so essential for survival that they are dictated unconsciously, impacting virtually everything we do throughout our lives.

			If this were true, the implications for business and public service would be remarkable. Organizations, having broken the code for what drives human action and wellness, could build workplace cultures that nurture those conditions and train leaders (at all levels) on how best to support employee performance. Imagine that building highly engaged workplace cultures were that easy!

			It is.

			Amid the hundreds of leadership books and millions of pages written on the subject, it turns out that nothing is more important to the success of an organization than the straightforward application of new, empirically validated outcomes from the neurosciences and clinical research on what drives our behavior at a core (in fact, cellular) level. My colleagues and I call it “thrive by design.” 

			As a species, we share about 99.9 percent of our DNA with each other. While it’s true that no two humans are perfectly identical, we are, from a genetic perspective, strikingly similar. This similarity includes a biological operating system, passed along in the human genome, that gives the brain a road map for how best to survive and prosper. The brain is still too much a mystery to have total clarity on the why behind everything we do—but there is exciting evidence that offers a new level of understanding on practical leadership approaches for organizations. 

			Embedded in our genome (and the approximately twenty thousand genes it harbors) is a shared hunger to have social connection. Human beings, it turns out, are herd animals, hardwired all the way down to the cellular level to have safe and secure connections with others. These others help ensure our survival by scanning for mutual threats, sharing the workload, and helping to defend against predators (among countless other benefits). There is, in short, a tremendous advantage to having social resources, and the brain thrives when it knows they are available.

			When we have these neural nutriments, life feels better; when we don’t have them, we wither. This need transcends differences in gender, education, generation, and ethnicity, giving leaders and human resource professionals new means to impact all employees. I find it interesting that while a substantial part of the leadership literature stresses our differences (personality types, behavioral, decision-making styles, etc.), what turns out to be much more important is what we have in common—the need for safe and secure connections. The need to avoid social isolation (referred to later in this book as emotional isolation) is universal and ubiquitous—it affects all human beings whether at home or at work. This hunger for connection, a prosocial frame that surrounds everything we feel, think, and do, has what neuroscientists call control precedence in the brain. It is not simply a goal or objective, it’s a behavioral imperative. 

			I find it interesting that while a substantial part of the leadership literature stresses our differences (personality types, behavioral, decision-making styles, etc.), what turns out to be much more important is what we have in common—the need for safe and secure connections. 

			The fight, flight, or freeze response isn’t just for the impending attack of a predator; it is also there to protect us from the imminent danger of relationship threats, social isolation, and communal condemnation. Because of this need for connection, the mere thought of being isolated can be triggering even while surrounded by others. “Humans . . . fare poorly both mentally and physically, especially when they perceive they are socially isolated.”14 In other words, it isn’t being ensconced in the crowd that delivers the neural nutriment, it is the felt experience of safe and secure connections that are real and readily available.

			While I said earlier that these needs are universal, I recognize that some people feel their needs are different. Often managers in our workshops offer what they see as exceptions. “I don’t feel that is true for me,” one manager told me. “I just see the need for employees to step up and get the job done like I would do.” These encounters with contrarians and doubters led me to ask myself, “If the need for social resources is so essential, why isn’t it more obvious in our thinking?”

			Research sheds light on why some people feel that our stance on isolation doesn’t apply to them. We are only aware of what rises to our consciousness, so if we do not have specific thoughts or musings about needing social connection, it makes sense that we might believe this innate reality isn’t “true for me.” The fact is, most of what we do in life happens without having specific conscious thoughts that trigger it.15 Researchers explain that it would be difficult to survive if we actively pondered every single step and decision, so our survival-tested brain does most of the heavy lifting in the background. Humans have an “adaptive unconscious that allows people to size up the world extremely quickly, make decisions, and set goals—all while their conscious minds are otherwise occupied.”16 Just because we don’t sit around consciously worried about our relationships with friends, family, and colleagues doesn’t mean the need for them isn’t driving our actions. An iceberg is a good metaphor; at the surface level you only see the top 10 percent, while 90 percent of the floating mass of ice lies unseen below the surface. Just below the surface of our conscious thoughts lies the subliminal mass of incontrovertible and unconscious behavioral intention—the need to belong, to be valued, and to have social resources in times of need.

			Historically, human beings evolved in close-knit social groups, clans, and tribes. Our ability to endure the rigors of life was dependent on trust, hyper-cooperation, and our ability to work together in predictive and consistent ways. If you were alone on the open savanna of East Africa, for example, your chances of surviving were very small, and that is why there was a singular advantage to being in a group. Whether individuals used the clan to distribute workloads or for defense, the default imperative in the brain was to get into a group where you were valued, able to contribute, and could trust at least some of the others to watch your back.

			In a paper from Cambridge University,17 researchers use sophisticated statistical analysis to look for “ultra conserved words” that have existed since the end of the last Ice Age. Of the twenty-three words representing so-called “deep language,” ten of them are overtly relational. Words like “thou,” “we,” “who,” “ye,” “mother,” “to give,” and “to hear” demonstrate the deep relational roots of our human history.

			Today we are all progeny of individuals who figured out how to cooperate, how to work with others to overcome the often brutal realities of life in early societies. Obviously, most of us don’t grow up in close-knit tribes anymore, but there is a modern-day proxy—the workplace. When you ask the question “Where do we spend most of our time while awake with other adults?” the answer is clear—at work. In a very real sense, one could argue that we are hardwired to go to work—to gather with others, to work toward common goals, and to maintain perhaps our most meaningful social community. 

			The implication that work is the new tribe is a significant one for leaders, if only from the perspective of how to lead more effective teams and improve individual performance. In ten years we will look back and celebrate those business leaders who learned how to better integrate the latest science regarding human behavior into the workplace. More on how to do this follows in subsequent chapters, but before we examine what can be done, we need to better understand the science behind why the actions we suggest work so consistently and effectively.

			The Big Picture

			We’ve learned more about the brain in the last ten years than we have in the previous thousand. Recent advancements in where things happen—assigning regions of the brain to specific tasks and body functions—have been matched by valuable insights into why things happen behaviorally. 

			The brain is much more than a neural computer working in isolation, which is how researchers framed it for much of the twentieth century. The historic tendency of scientific inquiry to focus on the smallest scale possible (i.e., individual cells, singular traits, parts per billion) makes investigational sense, but it has left out the larger, comprehensive, and systemic purpose and objectives of the whole person. 

			If you had all the parts of an automobile distributed to individual investigators, for example, would their detailed analysis of just one component apiece help you understand the physics of locomotion? The ease of analysis from a small unit perspective is obvious, but such a perspective can easily cause us to overlook the big picture. Fortunately, new research in social neuroscience, adult attachment, and prosocial behavior is shedding new light on what compels our behavior—not just by looking at differentiated psychological processes, but by capturing the organizing principle of the whole person as well.

			In these pages, I have attempted to move published, peer-reviewed scientific insight into actionable leadership strategies. With a focus on creating high-performance workplace cultures, we now look at two congruent areas of research that deliver the greatest insight into how organizations (social groups) impact individual performance. 

			
Social Baseline Theory

			A brilliant neuroscientist and clinical psychologist, Dr. James Coan of the University of Virginia, was trying to find the neural mechanism or gate that reduced felt pain when someone is in the presence of a close friend or partner. He had an ingenious setup for the experiment. Female volunteers would lay down in an fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) scanner to map the tiny metabolic changes that take place in the active parts of the brain (a safe and noninvasive technique). He attached electrodes to their ankles that would be used to deliver a small electric shock randomly during the experiment (painful for sure, but not dangerous). He did the research in three stages, first with a trusted partner holding the woman’s hand, then with a stranger holding her hand, and finally with the woman by herself. The results were startling, with the self-reported and measured levels of pain increasing at each stage. The volunteers experienced the least amount of pain with a loved one (what researchers refer to as a safe and secure attachment figure), more pain with a stranger, and the maximum discomfort when alone. 

			Coan searched in vain for the neural mechanism that reduced the pain. In months of sifting through the data, he and his team could not find the means by which the brain was interrupting and reducing the pain the volunteers felt when they were in the presence of a trusted partner. Then it hit them—what if the process they were observing wasn’t the result of the pain being reduced in the presence of the attachment figure? What if, instead, the baseline for the way the brain registered pain was to assume the presence of social resources, with the pain increasing as those resources were diminished, first with the stranger (less predictable) and finally while alone (no social resources, total isolation)?

			This is, in fact, the conclusion he reached and published. He named this model of brain functioning Social Baseline Theory (SBT) to underscore the game-changing clarity that the brain not only functions more effectively in a prosocial environment, but it assumes it is in one already. The shorthand version is this: we are hardwired at birth to have safe and secure connections with others. This is how our species not only survived across the centuries but also excelled at the top of the food chain and intellectual hierarchy. This social resources-rich orientation continues today, deeply seared into virtually every fold and crevice of the brain. 

			Coan’s SBT model of brain functioning suggests that having available social resources sets the most efficient metabolic cost for the tasks we face throughout the day because, Coan writes, “the brain construes social resources as bioenergetic resources, much like oxygen or glucose. . . . To the human brain, social and metabolic resources are treated almost interchangeably.”18 In other words, the human brain, in its evaluation of how costly tasks will be (and wanting to perform at the highest level of efficiency), sees social resources (other people) as metabolic energy. This means the effort required to accomplish tasks can be distributed to others in the group (work team, department), and that in turn reduces the individual’s perceived burden for doing the work.

			The social baseline model of emotion regulation . . . suggests that social proximity and interaction are not only strategies for emotion regulation, but also that they are the primary, default, or baseline emotion regulation strategies employed by many social species, not least humans. This is in part because social proximity and interaction is fundamental to human ecology, much as water is fundamental to aquatic species. That is, in contrast to specific climates, diets, landforms, or other obvious environmental characteristics, the dominant ecology for the human being is other human beings.19

			Conversely, when this baseline expectation of available social resources is violated, the brain functions less effectively, primarily as a result of increased acute and chronic distress. This explains why, as I will elaborate later in the book, disengaged employees (who, for example, typically exhibit lower levels of trust and reliability) are so corrosive to the behaviors of others on the team. Interestingly, this phenomenon can also explain why many workers become so disengaged. When employees come to work every day in environments that are punitive, hierarchical, and unpredictable (just to name a few negative conditions), it makes perfect sense that they would slide toward disengagement because these conditions are so counter to what our brains need and look for every day.

			The cost of not having helpful resources goes well beyond the workplace.

			Social proximity and interaction are essential components of human health and well-being. Over the past decades, a tremendous amount of research has documented that strong social relationships, access to rich social networks, high perceived social support, and positive social development correspond with measures such as decreased basal cortisol, decreased autonomic reactivity, decreased susceptibility to illness, more rapid recovery from wounds, decreased vulnerability to mental illness, and even extended longevity.20

			Other behavioral researchers have made similar findings under a different label—what they call prosocial behavior—reporting a connection between those individuals exhibiting prosocial behavior and a multitude of benefits.21

			Cultivating friendly relationships among members of one’s own local community pays . . . when it comes to emergency aid (survival). . . . Forging long-term friendly alliances assures us that we have someone to call when we need something. A recluse cannot rely on others and accordingly bears a steep cost. The degree to which one is approachable and a reliable reciprocator predicts the degree to which one is sought out as a candidate in the reciprocity pool. There are long-term benefits to being nice, and cultivating a positive reputation with other group members plays a critical role in gleaning benefits.22

			This is precisely why it is vital for organizational leaders to create and sustain workplace cultures that support and encourage employee engagement. This isn’t about tactics for making employees happy (the focus of many engagement programs); it is rather about creating alignment of the workplace to the hardwired expectations and needs of the brain, thus allowing individuals to perform at their best, full capacity. Sadly, the “action plans” developed by many leaders to increase their employee engagement scores miss the mark in this regard.23

			There is one more piece of research I would like to review that corroborates Coan’s social baseline model. This research examines task accomplishment more directly. Dr. Dennis Proffitt of the University of Virginia (UVA) and colleagues from several other universities conducted a very revealing study where they asked individuals and, separately, paired friends to put on a heavy backpack and then assess the steepness of a hill on the UVA campus. The participants were randomly selected as they were out walking, having no previous knowledge of the research. The friend pairs (tested for the strength of their friendship) were considered to have high levels of social support during the experiment, and those participants who were walking alone when selected were considered to have low levels of social support. The outcome? Participants who were with friends saw the hill as less steep, and the longer the friendship, the lower the hill’s incline. The researchers then replicated the study at Plymouth University in England, only this time each participant was alone and was asked to imagine one of three acquaintance types:
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