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Praise for People Matter at Work



“Culture can be a buzzword—until you read this book. Josh brings culture to life in a way that is actionable, authentic, and full of hope. People Matter at Work offers a clear path to building a workplace where people are seen, supported, and invited to bring their best. Every leader and leader wannabe should read this.”

—Keith Granger, president and CEO of Granger Waste Services

“In People Matter at Work, Josh gives a fresh perspective on the recommended focuses of any business leader: trust and empathy. Josh’s leadership journey is what I appreciated most in People Matter at Work. Most desire leadership roles, but opportunities to lead never arrive according to our schedule. Hearing Josh’s story will inspire others to take that chance and be better prepared for when that opportunity presents itself. This book matches the needs for both established and aspiring leaders.”

—Gonzalo Alberto Diaz, CEO of Centella

“People Matter at Work truly resonates with my values and reminds me why I love my job. As a leader, you must truly care, inspire others, and grow alongside your team. This book is not just another leadership guide—it’s Josh’s honest, very personal story and a refreshing, hands-on invitation to reflect, learn, and stay focused on the people behind performance, genuine team spirit, and the passion to make a difference together.”

—Christiane Bernhardt, president of customer services at Siemens Healthineers

“In today’s business world, it’s easy to forget that behind every success story are real people. At Block Imaging, that truth is at the heart of everything—and People Matter at Work brings it to life. Told through the inspiring story of an extraordinary leader, this book celebrates the infinite value and dignity of every team member. Josh’s leadership is more than a philosophy—it’s a way of life. With humility, determination, and contagious energy, Josh and his team have built a thriving, profitable company while never losing sight of what matters most: people.

“For any leader longing to build a culture of genuine care in an age of burnout, cynicism, and cutthroat competition, People Matter at Work offers both inspiration and proof that leading with the heart is not only possible—it’s powerful.”

—Anita Philip, senior HR professional with International Justice Mission

“G. K. Chesterton once wrote, ‘It is always the secure who are humble.’ Josh’s humility has led to an honest expression of a confidence-inspiring leadership with his sincere actions. In People Matter at Work, he now does the same with his sincere words.”

—Dr. Marv Tazelaar, founder of American MRI

“In People Matter at Work, Josh shares personal stories, honest lessons, and powerful reminders that leadership isn’t about titles or formulas—it’s about character, trust, and truly valuing people. What makes this book so refreshing is that Josh doesn’t pretend to have all the answers. Instead, he invites us into his journey and reflects on the learning, growth, and even the stumbles that helped shape a people-first culture. It’s an inspiring and practical read that will challenge you to rethink how you connect with others and what it means to lead well.”

—Jason Newmark, executive director of AHRA

“People Matter at Work provides a simple yet powerful road map I have been able to use in my roles since seeing it lived out in Josh’s day-to-day leadership. The ‘Me’ vs ‘We’ cycles are game-changing, and I know this will be the next book I ask all our leaders to read.”

—Bill Clark, president of Baxter Enterprises

“Josh Block has given us more than a leadership book; he has written a practical guide for building organizational cultures where people are the ultimate focus. With vulnerability and honesty, he writes as a practitioner who has mastered these lessons and is now ready to teach us. His stories provide achievable steps and compelling arguments, offering guidance for leaders at any stage of their journey. People Matter at Work is a timely and necessary companion for anyone who longs to lead with integrity and impact. By focusing on people first, Josh helps us see that collective work in community is not only possible but essential for flourishing organizations. I recommend this book wholeheartedly.”

—D. Michael Lindsay, PhD, president of Taylor University

“Josh Block’s People Matter at Work isn’t just theory; it’s tested truth. He reveals how leadership isn’t about control or charisma but consistency. Repeatedly treating people as if they matter is what sets the best leaders apart. His lived experience proves that when people thrive, performance follows. Real, relatable, and deeply human.”

—Preston Poore, author of How Is Greater Than What: Master the Growth and Leadership Skill Everyone Else Ignores, speaker, trainer, and coach








[image: People Matter at Work: Fostering a Culture Where Team Members Thrive and Everyone Wins, by Josh Block. Forefront Books.]









Foreword by Krista Kotrla


In order to build a culture of trust, you have to move from separation to a connection worldview. When the worldview is right, a person is able to lead, innovate, and create from a position of authenticity and freedom.

—Jamie Winship



I’ve known Josh Block for more than two decades. We first met as peers, and I later had the privilege of reporting to him for six years. Since my departure from Block Imaging, we’ve taken turns advising each other, driven by a shared passion for and pursuit of building healthy, people-first work cultures. Josh leads. I consult. And through it all, we’ve remained friends. That friendship has been marked by his unwavering encouragement—even when it cost him something. When I felt like I’d failed onstage in front of the entire company, Josh quietly pulled me aside and said, “I’m proud of you.” Not because he couldn’t and wouldn’t tell me the kind truth about my delivery but because in that moment, what I needed most wasn’t critique. It was belief. The tools for success could come later.

When I told Josh another company had created a COO role near my home in Dallas that felt tailor-made for my wiring, his immediate response was “You should take it!” He wasn’t thinking about what was best for him or even the company he was leading. He was thinking about what was best for me and my family. That’s who he is.

Years later, when I was offered what was, in many ways, a dream consulting opportunity—with one of his own heroes, no less—Josh didn’t flinch. He celebrated with me and championed the opportunity for me to grow.

In each of these moments and countless others, his leadership has always flowed from an uncommon belief in people and view of work.

And that’s what makes this book so important.

At the heart of leadership are two divergent worldviews. One is built on separation. The other is built on connection.1

Leaders with a separation worldview see the world through the lens of “us versus them” and create cultures fraught with scarcity, blame, fear, detachment, and self-protection. They lead from a need for control. They guard their own credibility. They see relationships as transactional. Their cultures are high on pressure and low on trust. They may achieve results, but often at the cost of their own people.

Leaders who adopt a connection worldview, on the other hand, galvanize people to move together and foster cultures filled with growth, grace, curiosity, trust, and interdependence. They believe people are inherently valuable—not just useful. They take the long view. They don’t fear mistakes; they learn from them. Their cultures are marked by clarity, safety, and shared ownership. And as a result, their people and their organizations flourish.

Josh leads from a connection worldview.

He believes deeply and consistently that people matter. Because of that, he leads, innovates, and creates from a place of authenticity and freedom. And as it turns out, that kind of leadership not only produces healthier people, but it also drives better outcomes.

If you’re already a connection-oriented leader, Josh’s journey and the “We-Cycle” will affirm and sharpen your convictions. It will give you language for what you’ve sensed and likely save you years of trial and error.

If you lead from a separation mindset, I have good news and bad news.

The bad news? Josh’s decisions, stories, and leadership style might feel confusing or perhaps even frustrating.

The good news? Paradigms can shift. Stories can change people. And if you’re willing, this book might just reshape how you lead and see the people you’re entrusted with.

As an organizational health consultant with the Table Group, a Patrick Lencioni company, I witness every day how deeply leaders impact teams, cultures, communities, and ultimately, the lives of hundreds—sometimes thousands—of families across generations.

Leadership is high-stakes work.

Now imagine being thrust into that responsibility unexpectedly. You’re in your twenties. The company is in crisis mode. Your older siblings now report to you. Employees’ families are watching closely. Vendors are unsure you can carry the weight. The team is asking, “Are you ready for this?”

That’s the moment Josh stepped into.

It’s no surprise, then, that he’s written this book not just to reflect on what happened but to share the beliefs and practices that helped make Block Imaging not only successful but a place where people thrive.

That’s what makes People Matter at Work so powerful.

Josh charts a path. He shares real stories, tough decisions, and hard-won insights that bring the We-Cycle to life. Not just the how of healthy leadership but the why that sustains it.

And while the frameworks and takeaways are practical across industries and roles, don’t miss the deeper invitation beneath it all:

You matter.




	
1. Jamie and Donna Winship, Identity Method Masterclass (online course), 2025, https://www.identityexchange.com/identitymethod.







Preface

There’s no shortage of how-to books that attempt to reverse engineer modern leadership. Many writers have sought to boil down the unique attributes of successful people, believing that if we can replicate their actions, attitudes, or behaviors, we’ll somehow duplicate their outsized results in our own stories. We analyze everyone from Nelson Mandela to Mother Teresa, Southwest Airlines to Chick-fil-A, the UConn Lady Huskies to the Kansas City Chiefs. Deep down, we hope that if we mimic their diets, exercise routines, sleep habits, or communication styles, we’ll enjoy the same success they’ve achieved.

For every book that zeroes in on humility as the common thread among successful leaders—and there are plenty—there’s a podcast that points to execution as the key differentiator. (After all, everything depends on a leader’s ability to execute, right?) Or is discipline the secret ingredient: a daily routine that begins before sunrise, avoids ineffective meetings, and prescribes reading a book a week? Is that the ticket to leadership success? Maybe it’s learning to embrace failure, because if you’re not failing, you’re not taking big enough risks… right?

Maybe the answer is better found in a symphony of qualities that flow from who we are and what we believe about people and leadership as a whole? Don’t get me wrong, humility is essential for any healthy leader, and we’ll explore it further in a bit, but nobody wants to follow a humble leader with terrible instincts. Or how about the leader with off-the-charts discipline but who lacks proper balance or the flexibility to change course when needed? Or the one who executes like a boss but never gets buy-in from their team? As the saying goes, “A leader without followers is just a man or a woman out for a walk.” Or how about the elevation of risk-taking? There’s no question that it’s an essential element of good leadership, but it’s celebrated only when it works, right? After all, who wants to put their lives in the hands of a leader who bets the entire organization’s future on an idea that fails because of poor timing or insufficient resources?

At the end of the day, the right book at the right time has been transformational in my life and leadership, especially when I sought to find my footing after transitioning from a regional sales rep to company president over the course of a weekend in 2011. That’s where this book begins. No matter how lost or ill-equipped you might feel right now, you’d be hard-pressed to find someone less ready to be thrust into leadership than I was at twenty-nine years old.

Since that wild weekend, it’s been a gift to stand on the shoulders of leaders further down the path as our family business expanded from a team of fifty to more than four hundred, while annual revenues of Block Imaging grew from $30 million to more than $200 million. I’m so grateful to Jim Collins, Brené Brown, Patrick Lencioni, and countless others for their wisdom. Collins’s “Bullets Before Cannonballs,” Brown’s “Clear Is Kind,” and Lencioni’s The Advantage are central to the Block University course that every new team member attends. The principles and stories shared in books like The Founder’s Mentality, The Power of Moments, Grit, Everybody Matters, Extreme Ownership, The Leadership Challenge, and hundreds of others have poured fuel on the fire as we’ve sought to create a place where people love to work.

Having led and observed countless leaders inside and outside of our organization, I’m convinced that strong leadership is not primarily a function of positional authority or of one specific trait but is born out of deep trust and authentic character that can only flow from true relationship. In short, the best leaders treat people like they matter. Over and over. Even when it’s hard, takes a little longer, and costs us something. People are hungry to follow leaders who look beyond their own desires and invite them into becoming more than they’d ever dreamed of and into a mission worth investing in. They’re desperate to work with leaders who protect, prioritize, and promote the growth and well-being of the people they lead. Put simply, they want to work for people who embody “we” over “me.” Bosses who focus primarily on “getting what they want” may have employees (a word you won’t hear me use often) who show up with their bodies and minds but who leave their hearts at home. Ugh.

Words like culture and leadership have been overused, oversimplified, glorified, questioned, and rightly criticized. If leadership and culture feel too abstract (or if ropes courses and trust falls are all that come to mind), bear with me. I’m just as apprehensive about writing a book on culture and leadership as you are about reading another one. What if it gets 1.9 stars on Amazon, like James Patterson’s You’ve Been Warned?

All joking aside, regardless of where you are on your leadership journey, this book is written for you and for the people you lead (or will lead someday). I hope People Matter at Work will inspire, equip, and empower you to foster a vibrant, deeply engaged, high-trust, and high-performance culture. While this type of leader is far too rare, the culture they create is the foundation of healthy organizations, strong businesses, flourishing families, and championship teams.

Our roles and industries may look different, and every leadership story is unique, but some principles and lessons transcend context. They were all hard-earned and are as important for me as a leader and our organization today as they were when we first stumbled across them. Teddy Roosevelt was spot-on when he said, “Leadership is full of dust, sweat, and blood.”

So cheers to you for stepping into the leadership arena. I’m grateful for you, and I consider it a privilege to champion the leader you’re becoming and the culture you’re creating. Thank you for leading and for your willingness to walk this journey together. “Let’s roll.”2

Josh Block

Lansing, Michigan, 2026


	
2. Todd Beamer’s final words aboard United Flight 93 on September 11th, 2001. Two words that embodied true courage and became a rallying cry for a nation.









INTRODUCTION The Problem: A Case of the Mondays


I know it might sound crazy, but I was raised in a home where work was a good thing. I never once heard my dad complain about his hour commute, and when we were young, my brothers and I would fight over who got to mow the lawn. And yet, as I moved through high school, graduated college, and entered the workforce, it quickly became clear that my experience and view of work weren’t the norm. As a young adult, I quickly began to realize that for most, W-O-R-K has become the four-letter expletive of our time.

Today, most people work because they have to, give only what they’re supposed to, and leave as soon as they’re allowed to. How’s that for inspiration? On a good day, it feels like a transactional exchange of time and effort for a paycheck and fringe benefits, and it’s my suspicion that if you’re like most people, you’re better able to describe what the tough days look like than I am. What does it say about work that we live in a place and time when phrases like “a case of the Mondays” and “working for the weekend” are commonplace in their negative portrayal of work? If the walls of countless organizations could talk, they’d say that trust has been broken, office politics reign supreme, teamwork is a lost art, and the thought of actually enjoying work—let alone thriving in it—feels like a fantasy.


Has Work Always Been This Way?

Always and never are dangerous words, but we’d be crazy not to acknowledge the enormous shifts in work and commerce over the last hundred years. The Industrial Revolution introduced assembly lines and new modes of transportation. While we might have imagined that the car would simply take us to the same places faster, the reality is that the automobile increased not only speed but also distance. Planes, trains, and automobiles joined together with the growth of public corporations to stretch the distance between shareholders and employees like never before. The scope and scale of these public enterprises ushered in a new world of layered management structures and provided “big” organizations an outsized role in shaping economics, work, and life.

Along with scale, distance, and mid-level management, the pursuit of creating shareholder wealth ushered in a chase for quarterly earnings, far too often at the expense of people’s well-being and the company’s long-term health. While it might seem obvious, organizations that disproportionately prioritize shareholder wealth in ninety-day increments will have a tough time creating a culture where people thrive and in turn bring their best.

And yet, all over the world, day after day, the corporate wheel spins as employees scramble for promotions, pay, and a sense of purpose while bosses look to squeeze the most out of their people on their way to the top.




Is It Really This Bad?

I wouldn’t have spent the last fifteen years practicing and six years writing if I didn’t think we had a big problem on our hands. While I don’t know your specific situation or company, anecdotal conversations and broad swaths of data indicate that the problem is both real and growing.

Let’s look at what Gallup, the most broad and respected surveyor in the team engagement space, has to say about people’s view of work. Depending on your experience, you might think that when modern workplace engagement survey results peaked, 60 percent of people were engaged at work. Or maybe you’re slightly more suspicious (or cynical), and you’re more likely to guess that 50ish percent of people were engaged at work. Well, take a deep breath because even those of us who buffered our answers weren’t even close. In Gallup’s pre-pandemic 2020 survey, a mere one-third of US employees were deemed “engaged.” And that was a record year!

If you assume that this is just a US phenomenon, it’s time to recalibrate. The global statistics are, for the most part, worse. In New Zealand and Southeast Asia, engagement hovers in the low to mid twenties; in Europe, between 2020 and 2023, the results were in the low teens. Whether it’s one in three or one in eight, it’s safe to say that with the majority in the realm of indifferent or actively disengaged, there’s some serious gold in these hills.




An Invitation from a Fellow Practitioner

When my leadership journey began amid doubt and uncertainty over the course of a weekend, my primary focus was on keeping the company afloat. I sure as heck wasn’t thinking about writing a book about it someday! But one day of practice turned into a month, then into a year. Now, a decade and a half later, I’m excited to share what we’ve learned.

As we leave the starting gate together, it’s important to highlight that this book is written from one practitioner to another. While writing and speaking have been both energizing and refining, most of my workweek is still dedicated to leading several teams as we serve the healthcare community around the world. Our roles and contexts undoubtedly differ, but you and I share the reality that true leadership is rooted in practice. Just as doctors practice medicine to help people live healthier lives, leaders rise every day to make their teams and organizations stronger, healthier, and more successful. Our practice stems from our convictions; the stories and principles that follow didn’t come from MBA coursework or academic theory but from the unshakable belief that there has to be a better way for people to spend upward of eighty thousand hours of their adult lives.

The second important thing to mention is that many of the ideas, structures, and principles found in this book weren’t formed at the beginning of the journey but were discovered organically and cultivated over time. For every story shared here, there are hundreds more to choose from and countless more I’ve never heard. Even after more than fifteen years of living out the three T’s in pursuit of creating an organization with people matter at its core, it’s only in the last several years that the visual and prescriptive nature of the We-Cycle has come to life. If this book serves in any way to shape your mindset around how you see people and approach leadership, it will have been well worth the effort.

People Matter at Work is a blend of stories and principles. I’m all too aware of our ever-waning collective attention span, so the book is designed to be read either start to finish or in standalone chunks. For those who struggle to read a book cover to cover, I encourage you to use the table of contents to skip around if you’re looking to home in on one specific piece of the We-Cycle. However you decide to join us, I’m so pleased to be a part of your leadership journey.




Three Pitfalls

As we continue on, it’s important to highlight a couple of traps to avoid as you read.




Pitfall #1: Comparison

Drafting is a technique used by cyclists, swimmers, speed skaters, and even semi-truck drivers. You may have seen athletes tuck in behind someone else to take advantage of the windbreak they provide, which reduces resistance and effort. Comparison, on the other hand, has a similar effect to a headwind. In a world obsessed with comparison, I invite you to “draft” instead.

The comparison trap might sound like this:


	“But Josh, you’re in the healthcare space.”

	“But Josh, you’re the president of the organization.”

	“But Josh, your organization is much smaller (or bigger) than ours.”



In many cases, comparison carries a far higher propensity to justify inaction than to stir action. So, instead of comparing, why not draft? You’ll benefit from others’ experiences without the full resistance of doing it alone. So much of my own growth has come from drafting behind others’ wisdom and ideas. As I mentioned earlier, my reading list is filled with thought leaders I’ve never met, but they’ve broken more wind for me than they’ll ever know. (And yes, I see the humor in that phrase!) A quick piece of life advice as a parent of teenagers: It’s always better when someone breaks wind for you rather than on you.




Pitfall #2: Context

It’s easy to hear someone’s story and think, “That won’t work here” or “That’s not authentic to who I am.” If an idea you read here doesn’t fit your context or feels too fluffy, modify it and make it your own. Rather than dismissing something due to a contextual difference, I’d encourage you to focus on the overarching principles, then adjust and adapt them to suit your unique situation. If you want to bring families together outside of work hours but a drive-in movie night, Friendsgiving, kickball game, company-wide retreat, or roller-skating party doesn’t make sense (yup, those are real things here at Block Imaging), get creative! Whether you’re in financial services or running a nonprofit, the key is to tailor rather than dismiss. It doesn’t matter if your team is mostly white collar, blue collar, or no collar; creating a place where people matter invites us into care and creativity. It can be done, and it’s worth it!




Pitfall #3: Completion

Shaping culture is never “done.” Like remodeling, it’s often messier than expected and takes twice as long as you might think. When we first began our journey toward creating a healthy culture in 2011, I thought it would take eighteen to twenty-four months to get the organization headed in the right direction. While we saw progress in those first few weeks and months, it took longer than expected to really feel the wind in our sails. Deep and enduring cultural change requires a mix of intentionality and endurance. That’s why you’re here!

From one leader to another: Don’t be discouraged if resistance is high and progress is slow. Stay the course. In time, you’ll see transformation begin to take place, and you’ll feel the impact in people’s lives, in their level of engagement, and ultimately in the organization’s performance.

So without further introduction or fanfare, but with great excitement, anticipation, and belief in the leader you’re becoming, let’s cannonball into the pool and swim toward creating a workplace culture where people matter.








PART I Tripping into Leadership


Before we discuss how we as leaders create a culture where people matter more, I thought it would be helpful to provide some background on how we got here. (Spoiler alert: Sometimes it’s as surprising for the leader as it is for the team.)







CHAPTER 1 Sales Rep to President


I was born and raised in Michigan, the fourth of five kids with two more bonus brothers to come. My mom had her tubes tied before I was born, so suffice it to say, I’ve always been up for overcoming obstacles. Even at forty-four, it never gets old watching my parents cringe when I refer to myself as their “favorite accident.”

Even as a child, I remember loving work and being drawn to people. As a twelve-year-old, when most of my friends were drawn to Mario Bros., I was dreaming up and executing a plan to pick strawberries and sell them door to door. Entrepreneurship felt like a video game or a sport of my own design. From ages thirteen to fifteen I had the opportunity to work with friends at a nearby cider mill. There was so much to learn through pricing pumpkins, filling cider jugs, making donuts, giving pony rides, and even wearing a Barney costume (from which no amount of fresh-baked donuts could overpower the stench of on a hot day).

In high school, I juggled several jobs that had a lot to teach about marketing and customer service. Flipping burgers and running the drive-thru at a local burger joint, managing an indoor golf simulator league, and waiting tables at Cracker Barrel were just a few of the experiences that would begin shaping my view of work and business. Every night, I’d come home with a stack of pancakes and a handful of $1’s and $5’s that I’d use to repay my dad for my first car, a sweet, emerald-green two-door Ford Tempo.

Fast-forward to college. I packed up that trusty Tempo and headed off to Taylor University, a small liberal arts school in Indiana. I was hoping to make new friends and earn a degree in business, but little did I know, I would meet my wife, Lacey, during Welcome Weekend—before classes even started. I’ll never forget seeing her in her sparkly jeans and orange bandana at the freshman square dance. We were too far away from the caller to hear his instructions, so I took her by the hand, and we made our way to the front of the gym. Twenty-five years later, and the rest is history. What can I say? I’ve always been drawn to striking while the iron’s hot!



People Matter 1.0

As Lacey and I started our sophomore year, we began spending time with a group of friends who were passionate about urban community development. While most students focused on enjoying their college years, Lacey and I were already planning for life after graduation. One of the biggest challenges facing the urban core of Muncie, Indiana, was a lack of meaningful work. Building on my work experiences and a few relatives in the service space, my brother-in-law (also named Josh) and I saw an opportunity for job creation and economic stimulation through starting a window-washing and house-cleaning company.

Toward the latter part of my sophomore year, Josh and I decided to launch NRG Service Industries with the purpose of employing people who had otherwise struggled to find work for various reasons—whether it be a lack of education, opportunity, or perhaps past mistakes. Josh ran the daily operations while I maintained a full course load, handled the bookkeeping, and brainstormed about how to grow the business.

Lacey and I got married between our junior and senior years and moved into a one-bedroom apartment in downtown Muncie. Our monthly rent was $400. Ever an opportunistic couple, the landlord hired us to vacuum the staircases and three floors of hallways every Sunday for $25 a week. We were kids new to paying rent, and I’ll never forget when we forgot to send in our rent check and received a $50 late fee. Lacey had tears in her eyes realizing we’d have to throw two weeks of vacuuming down the drain to cover the late fee!
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