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PRAISE FOR 
BETTER PLACES




The world needs more books like this: books that share the journey to self-management and radical collaboration from the inside, books that give us a behind-the-scenes look at the hard process of unlearning a paradigm of zero-sum competition while building up a new way of seeing the world and the possibilities for a better way to work and live. Robert’s story shines with authenticity and vulnerability and weaves together a personal history of tragedy and triumph with a bevy of cross-cultural insights that few of us will ever experience for ourselves—which is exactly why this book is so valuable, and so very needed in the world today.


—Matt K. Parker


Author, A Radical Enterprise


Robert and his company have won awards for achieving the “holy grail” of workplace culture: becoming a place where diverse people thrive. So many companies and CEOs aim to build transformational organizations, and Robert has done that. His stories, global citizenship, humanity, and compassion shine through in this book, which is a must-read for today’s leaders. Those who pay attention to the learning inside these pages will have the edge as we face the future of work.


—Wendy Horng Brawer


Partner and head of innovation and learning, Intune Collective


Robert’s personal journey and experiences provide valuable insights into building better places through compassion, authenticity, and nonviolent communication. The stories shared in Better Places, along with practical advice and lessons learned, offer a road map for creating positive change in our communities and workplaces. This book is a must-read for anyone seeking to transform their leadership style and build more compassionate and inclusive environments.


—Traci Walker


Executive director, Digital Services Coalition


Robert Rasmussen’s book takes you on an inspiring, surprising journey. His own remarkable story is one thread—of traumatic beginnings, healing found in the kind, collective culture of Norway, and a wise, successful return to his home country of America. Robert weaves his tale together with lessons from key psychologists and organizational thinkers and includes a stirring account of improved government service as well as the almost-too-good-to-be-true saga of his IT firm, Agile Six. But it is true that he cofounded a firm based on compassion and a commitment to help employees grow into their most authentic selves—a firm that is highly profitable even though it focuses on people and purpose first. The end result is that you truly travel to a new state of mind—one convinced that Better Places to work are both desperately needed and entirely possible.


—Ed Frauenheim


Coauthor, A Great Place to Work for All and Reinventing Masculinity: The Liberating Power of Compassion and Connection


Better Places is essential reading for leaders aiming to foster environments where authentic collaboration happens and individuals flourish. I’ve been researching companies on the cutting edge of effective, human-centered organizations for almost a decade. Robert presents a captivating narrative on the transformative power of compassion and community-building. Better Places serves as a guiding light for those in search of genuine, purpose-oriented workplaces and communities. Robert dares to challenge conventional leadership norms by championing self-management, inclusion, and prioritizing purpose over profits and in doing so illuminates the transformative possibilities of an abundance mindset.


—Travis Marsh


Cofounder, Human First Works, trainer, and coach







[image: imgtitle.jpg]




 


Copyright © 2024 by Robert Rasmussen.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.


Published by Advantage Books, Charleston, South Carolina.


An imprint of Advantage Media.


ADVANTAGE is a registered trademark, and the Advantage colophon is a trademark of Advantage Media Group, Inc.


Printed in the United States of America.


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


ISBN: 978-1-64225-905-6 (Paperback)


ISBN: 978-1-64225-904-9 (eBook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2024909318


Cover design by Lance Buckley.


Layout design by Ruthie Wood.


This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.


Advantage Books is an imprint of Advantage Media Group. Advantage Media helps busy entrepreneurs, CEOs, and leaders write and publish a book to grow their business and become the authority in their field. Advantage authors comprise an exclusive community of industry professionals, idea-makers, and thought leaders. For more information go to advantagemedia.com.




 


This book is dedicated with love to my late mother, Cheryl. Everyone in this world deserves to be loved, and she earned more than I was able to give.


And to my dear wife, Åse Lill, who taught me everything I know about this topic.


And to my late Uncle Robert, who authentically saw and valued every human who crossed his path.




 


FOREWORD


Five years ago, I became a partner in a prestigious civil rights law firm. To get there, I spent fourteen years studying, outlining, writing briefs late into the night, and reviewing thousands of pages of discovery. So why did I decide to change course only one year later?


While disgruntled lawyers flee the legal profession in droves, I loved many parts of my job, particularly my diverse client base. My firm trusted me immensely, letting me work reduced hours, set my own schedule, and run my own cases. I eventually made partner while working part time, an accomplishment I had been told was impossible.


But achieving the impossible came at a cost. Under the guise that my job and clients required my all, I rescheduled my days off to make deadlines and attend meetings and court proceedings. Insecure about my part-time status, I felt obligated not only to work as hard as my colleagues but also to be available to jump into any situation. In addition, I learned quickly that doing all the things was not enough—I needed also to exude confidence in my ability to do them; that is, to balance work and home life.


Behind the confident exterior, I was tired. Parenting three young children, even with a spouse committed to an equal partnership, meant I carried a tremendous mental and physical load. I tried to equally prioritize my family and my work, but that elusive “balance” always seemed just out of reach. Instead, I went home drained, feeling each day as though I had left a small piece of myself at the office.


Every now and then, I would rejuvenate by taking long walks through the woods with my brother, Dan. Having built a successful career in digital contracting, first at the government and then on the outside, he both shared my passion for meaningful work and understood the struggle for balance.


He would listen patiently while I bemoaned my failure to have it all before enthusiastically explaining the changes Agile Six and other like-minded companies were driving within civic tech. He urged me to consider that this industry, which paired human-centered design with modern technology to improve the delivery of government services, may satisfy my needs for both meaningful work and balance.


Truth is, I was not convinced. While Dan’s passion lies in the purpose of his work, mine is in the way we work. I knew his work was deeply purposeful, but so was my work at the firm. What I was missing was a collaborative, supportive team free from hierarchy. I was ready to leave the rat race. I did not know whether Agile Six would bring that change, but because I respected and admired Dan, I considered the possibility. Even if my goal felt different from what he promised, I decided to accept an interview to join Agile Six as general counsel.


I showed up to meet with Robert Rasmussen in a suit, notes prepared, ready to sell my broad experience in employment law and explain how I would overcome my knowledge void in government contracting. Robert, sitting casually in his T-shirt, dismissed my efforts to prove my qualifications. He trusted I was enough from before we even met—not because I was Dan’s sister but because for Robert, trust is assumed and given freely.


He explained that he created Agile Six so that he could be the same person at home and at work after previous jobs forced him to be more than one person and severely damaged his mental health. He shared his dream of a workplace where colleagues supported one another in building great products, shared the results of their success, and went home to their families more energized and fulfilled from their efforts.


By extending an offer, he invited me to build this dream with him. I was intrigued and honored—what he promised seemed too good to be true. If I didn’t have Dan vouching for Robert and the company, I probably would have walked away, laughing at the naivety of their dreams. At that time, I can’t say I trusted as freely as Robert, but I trusted my brother, so I decided to become a Sixer.


In the five years since that interview, I have had the good fortune of working closely with Robert. In that time, the only constant has been reinventing how we work to prioritize our core values of purpose, wholeness, trust, self-management, and inclusion. He has pushed us to try new ideas and take on new challenges, such as establishing unlimited wellness time for employees and eliminating middle management and salary negotiation. We have debated, collaborated, experimented, and deconstructed. Significantly, I, too, have learned to trust our colleagues completely.


In the manifestation of Robert’s dream, I found what I was searching for—a team that values our collective wholeness above individual success. I would love to say that having found that, I am no longer stressed about the demands of being a working parent. Of course, I can’t. Like most of us, I still live under a tremendous mental and physical load. But here is what I can say: now, I feel secure admitting that I can’t do it all and that when hard choices must be made, I choose to prioritize my family. I no longer pretend that I have a work meeting if I must pick up a sick child; when I take days off to go on field trips with my children, I proudly post pictures the next day in my work Slack.


And there is also this: I no longer leave work feeling like I have left a piece of myself behind. In embracing my wholeness, I have replaced my desire to climb the ladder with a deep humility and gratitude for our human collective, faith in people, and trust that what we give each day is enough. So strong is what we have built from Robert’s vision that I now occasionally take it for granted, forgetting that many in the workforce still pretend that they can be everything to everyone, as they spend their days in sterile office spaces, competing for raises, interrupting their vacations for “urgent” work meetings, brainstorming prizes and awards to motivate subordinates, and navigating ways to win their boss’s favor.


Thanks to Robert’s leadership, I now believe in better places—places where we are encouraged to bring our whole selves, embrace our vulnerabilities, trust our colleagues, and prioritize the things that truly matter to us. In these places, we believe that we each want to contribute and know how much we can give, and we don’t push our colleagues to give more. When someone needs the day off, we don’t ask why. We make decisions based on who is most informed rather than hierarchies and seek the advice of our peers rather than a manager’s approval. Crucially, we have one another’s backs even if we disagree with their decision.


Robert has taught me that it is up to us to build these places but that to do so, we must trust one another enough to admit our vulnerabilities and honor our wholeness before all else. Just as my time working with Robert has changed my life, I am confident that this book will also change yours. Turn the page and join us in building better places.


—Emily Levenson, Esq.


Chief people officer and general counsel, Agile Six




 


PREFACE




Nonviolent Communication is based on the principle of Ahimsa—the natural state of compassion when no violence is present in the heart.


—MARSHALL ROSENBERG, FOUNDER OF THE CENTER FOR NONVIOLENT COMMUNICATION (CNVC)





What follows is my story. I pass it on to the reader for whatever lessons that you may take from it. I hope the case I make is that better places can exist. Life is not a contest of winners and losers; the sooner we push away from the competitive game of life, the sooner we can begin living the lives we are meant to live. Everyone, everywhere, is born into this world with a unique set of gifts to unfold upon it. The world suffers when we neglect to offer them up.


Better places, including those I have found abroad and those I have created here at home, embrace compassion and authenticity both individually and in collectives. Everyone is a winner in these willfully interdependent communities. Bad things still happen, needs go unmet, and pain is present. But where politics, individualism, humiliation, and competition wane, compassion and authenticity grow so that we can endure what hurts us together and share what brings us joy so that happiness is amplified.


If life was a zero-sum game of losers and winners, then I’d have to count myself as a loser. I was raised with unattainable standards, to believe winners matter more than losers, that second place is the first loser, and that life is a competition. But being the best at anything requires support I was not given. I was a survivor.




AHIMSA IS THE HIGHEST DHARMA, AHIMSA IS THE HIGHEST SELF-CONTROL,


AHIMSA IS THE GREATEST GIFT, AHIMSA IS THE BEST PRACTICE,


AHIMSA IS THE HIGHEST SACRIFICE, AHIMSA IS THE FINEST STRENGTH,


AHIMSA IS THE GREATEST FRIEND, AHIMSA IS THE GREATEST HAPPINESS,


AHIMSA IS THE HIGHEST TRUTH, AND AHIMSA IS THE GREATEST TEACHING.


—MAHABHARATA





Ahimsa is a Sanskrit word observed in the religions of Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism. It communicates the principle of nonviolence, of causing no harm to other living things. In this season of my life, it has been a transcendent intention, and I hope it is reflected in this book.


In the following chapters, I will share my journey toward compassion and authenticity, the lessons I have learned, and the tools that helped me along the way. With these lessons and tools, I have learned to process my life with grace for those I have loved, even through seasons of pain and discomfort. Among the tools I have found most useful are Nonviolence and Nonviolent Communication (NVC), Humanism, and Humanistic Psychology, Willful Interdependence, Teal/Evolutionary Culture, and most important, good, old-fashioned faith in people.


I have found that most pain and joy are relational to other human beings. We all exist to love and serve one another, and yet modern American society has evolved a language that is egoic, competitive, and violent. Our words have so much more impact on violence in the world than I ever understood, and our words, spoken or unspoken, profoundly influence our hearts, actions, and others. They set off unintentional and uncontrollable judgments, which, in turn, spark cycles of actual violence in the world.


Taken together, I hope my story will ease someone’s journey and accelerate their authentic unfolding. The lesson is not to end disagreements but rather to adopt an outlook focused on increasing empathy and improving relationships.


We all have heard or echoed the common playground taunt: Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me. Nothing is further from the truth. Occasionally, in a supermarket or restaurant, I hear the scowl of an impatient parent who has lost control. I try not to judge people the way many judged my own mother who acted this way often. Still, I feel the pain of children imposed by those they love and trust most, and I must intentionally contain myself not to step in.


Why do we act in ways that injure those we love the most? Why has our language evolved so maliciously? A monster lives inside all of us. It rises in the very short moment between perception and reaction when we feel judged or humiliated, and then ego seizes control of the undisciplined mind to strike back, to inflict humiliation upon someone else.


Marshal Rosenberg referred to this judgment-based tendency as Jackal Language.1 I will borrow and personify that metaphor. This Jackal is the undisciplined fragile ego that passes self-judgment in all words and situations. The Jackal is the voice of the humiliated ego, doing everything it can to avoid further humiliation. It rewards us with labels, loser or winner; either is unhealthy. If we don’t learn to manage it, it has the power to destroy. This judgmental voice lives in me still and surprises me when it hops out without permission to undermine my self-worth or the safety, esteem, and joy of those I love.


Jackals lived unchecked within my childhood family. We yelled a lot in our home and somehow accepted it as our culture. It is true; we got better at living with monsters—or so I once thought. Others would see the Jackals around the house, and I would say, “It’s just how we communicate; it’s meant with love.”2


But Jackals do not know unconditional love; they never coexist. I meet various versions of Jackals in people all the time, and lest you feel superior, I assure you that it lives in you also. If you feed it, it will grow; if you starve it, it will hide, waiting for the next opportunity to emerge. But it is rarely silent. It feeds on our innermost thoughts and self-judgment. It absorbs our self-compassion and then empathy for others.


And our American culture is built around its assessments. A winner-take-all culture rewards the Jackal and often brutally punishes the humble. We are either the humiliators or humiliated; those are the options. Consider the posters, T-shirts, bumper stickers, and speech of our political parties. They motivate us to polls out of retribution and fear of humiliation, and our “‘team’” must be victorious, and too often our policies and values end up on the back seat.


The purpose of this book is to share the lessons I have learned to produce the truly remarkable communities I celebrate. The one thing they all have in common is that they involve authentic expression of authentic compassion—voices louder than Jackals. Voices of joy, fellowship, and abundance. These are not perfect communities, but they are willfully interdependent, endeavoring to feed one another and transcend the harsh, extrinsically driven appetites of a competitive and highly individualistic culture.


I hope that sharing the news of their success will inspire people to build communities of their own, including workplaces and educational institutions where people can unfold more organically.






VISIT MY BLOG AT WWW.BETTERPLACES.BLOG FOR MORE ENGAGING STORIES AND INSIGHTS ON CREATING BETTER PLACES.










 


INTRODUCTION




As soon as men live entirely in accord with the law of love natural to their hearts and now revealed to them, which excludes all resistance by violence, and therefore hold aloof from all participation in violence—as soon as this happens, not only will hundreds be unable to enslave millions, but not even millions will be able to enslave a single individual.


—LEO TOLSTOY





Since you have picked up my book, I want to thank you for your patience. I am not a writer by trade, and much of what I will share is personal. As I write this, I am mindful of my privilege and struggles. I never want to be ungrateful for either. What I have learned and applied in my life has been borne out of fear, insecurity, and unmet needs but thrives more often now in joy, abundance, and love.


The first story I share is my typical “pick yourself up by your own bootstraps” story. I intend to tell it with humility and gratitude for all the people and circumstances that changed my life. I intend to take all the risks and be vulnerable. My personal definition of leadership is to go into unsafe spaces and make them safe for others to enter.


As for everyone else involved, you, the reader, the family members or friends who will come up, and the communities that supported me, I want you to feel safe. All of you, my village, deserve the credit for my journey. This is where I intend my storytelling to be different. You see, it was not my own bootstraps, after all; you and many others picked me up, and this book is for you.


My father was very passionate; he had profound things to say his whole life. He could have been better at small talk but was always ready to debate or discuss the meaning of life. He was not perfect; in fact, he was deeply flawed. But so am I. While the content of my message is different from his, I still recognize his passion in the mirror. His message and mine also have many similarities: life is sacred; live it, embrace it, be present for others now, and be ready when your name is called to leave.


Dad was a self-proclaimed biblical literalist and apologetic. A “Bible Christian,” he believed there were no mistakes in the inspired Word of God, and he was happy to sit with anyone for hours to defend it. But even as a child, I sensed a contradiction between what the Bible said, as interpreted by my parent’s actions, and what Jesus said about the unconditional love of children.


In Matthew 18:4, Jesus calls them the “greatest” in the Kingdom. But in Jesus’s times, children were not treated thus. We see this in Matthew 19 and Luke 18 when parents were bringing their infants to be blessed by Jesus, and the disciples tried to chase them away. In their opinion, the Lord had more important things to do.


I experienced the eighties much the same way. Trust was earned, and love was conditioned upon obedience, performance, and the appropriate level of repentance. I remember my parents loved The Cosby Show. My mother’s favorite quote was from the first episode when the titular character tells his son, “I brought you into the world; I can take you out.”3 This was funny, I am sure, to many. But to me, it was echoed amid violence from my mother along with the biblical authority she derived from Proverbs 13:24 instructing her not to “spare the rod,” which empowered her parental authority to inflict violence in her states of anger.


My father studied the scriptures most of his life as a layman. He was ordained in his late sixties after losing his mobility, sight, and much of his hearing. Still, he spent every Sunday at Sunridge Village Assisted Living Center, preaching to his flock of thirty memory care patients. Despite all his flaws, he loved my mother without compromise. This is what brought a man with a near-perfect memory to reside in a memory care unit.


You see, as my mom declined into early-onset dementia, he insisted that we find a home where he could go with her. She passed away a few years after arriving, but his own declining health never allowed him the opportunity to leave. He had a photographic memory and would recite the Bible or quote the scholars from memories of the hundreds of books he had read over the years. It was hard to argue that God had not worked through him to bless these lonely people, nor that Pastor Jim did not love the calling even so late in his life.


I almost preceded Dad into the ministry. When I was very young, I studied in a Bible College for two years and entertained what I felt were callings. I recall one excellent professor named Dr. Lund, who set me straight on that.


“Robert,” he said, “if you can resist the calling, it is not a true calling. God is not ambivalent; if you are called, then you will not be able to resist.”


I would later read something akin to this from the humanist psychologist Abraham Maslow in an essay about what he called “Meta-motivation.” Maslow describes it more like falling in love. He said there is a merger of what we need to do (external obligation) and what we want to do (intrinsic needs); when these two things are the same, we have our calling.4


As a religious person, I have experienced this feeling in church, and it has come and gone with the seasons of my life. But this book is not a religious book, and it is not about what I have learned in the church. It is about what I now feel is my calling to share what I have learned in my cultural travels—about how together, we can build better places through “willful interdependence,” a term I hope will resonate as jumping, headfirst, into the collective arms of our communities. It means embracing compassion and authenticity and rejecting politics, individualism, humiliation, and competition.


I have fallen in love only once. I met a Norwegian woman named Åse Lill Frigstad in my second year of Bible studies. In her eyes, I saw unconditional love, which I had lacked. In her arms, I found my first home, and there was no ambivalence. It was what Dr. Lund and Dr. Maslow had described; what I wanted and needed to do was the same. My story will lead to our story, how we raised our children abroad, and how it molded me by stripping away the myth of independence. Most important, perhaps, is how with her, I unlearned the conditional love with which my parents raised me and ever since have been working to replace it with unconditional humanistic love.


The rest of this book is about how I received and applied that love to the world and all the truly unique things that came about. I hope you find something in my story that ignites or serves your calling.


I am an entrepreneur in the government technology space, and I will share that story as well. As my business has grown, I have been blessed to meet and recruit people who are more intelligent, younger, and better than I am. They have built upon my dreams a genuinely groundbreaking company, and now I am in a season where I can begin to transition the stewardship of these dreams to them. This affords me, among many luxuries, the ability to spend more time in Norway, a place that has shaped me and become a second home.


This book will encourage my two homes to learn from each other. To be honest, I think more lessons are directed to my American compatriots, something perhaps I can remedy in a future book.




 


CHAPTER ONE


TANGLED LINES


One of my favorite customs in Norway is fellesferie, which means “joint holiday.” It is a time in summer when all Norwegians have the right to take a vacation simultaneously. This means most businesses are closed or operating under reduced hours, so people can reunite with loved ones in the brief summer sun.


At the invitation of my sister-in-law, we were recently able to spend time by the sea at a modest cabin on the Norwegian coast, packed close together with family, including adult nephews and nieces and their romantic partners. We went fishing, hiked, played board games, and spent time together.


One afternoon, the young adults went fishing alone and came home with a messy net of tangled fishing line. I have seen many tangled lines, but this one was perhaps the worst. My brother-in-law Jonas and I saw a challenge, maybe a bonding opportunity, and used the next few days to take turns recovering the mess. If you know me, you know I love both fishing and a good metaphor. So, as I took my turn with this task, an analogy came to mind.
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