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1

Introduction

You’ve been searching for a new employee for
months. You’ve spent an enormous amount

of time in the process of narrowing your search to
one final candidate. You’ve made the offer, but
before the person will accept, she’s asked to have
a quick meeting with a group of randomly se-
lected employees.

“It’s no big deal,” she says. “I just want to
hear what they have to say about the organiza-
tion, and where they think the company’s
headed. I’d like to get an idea about what it’s like
to work here.” She may say it’s no big deal, but
you know her decision hinges on what she hears
in this meeting.

As you wait anxiously in your office for the
outcome, questions are flying through your head.
“What are they saying about the company? What
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2 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

are they saying about our future? What are they
saying about our values? What are they saying
about my leadership team? What are they saying
about me?”

Chances are, once you answer each of these
questions in your head, you then ask the most
important question of all. “Do I fire them all when
they get out, or just a few?”

Some of you holding this book would need
oxygen as you considered how your employees
would answer these questions to a prospective
employee.

On the other hand, some of you wouldn’t be
concerned at all. You’d take a leisurely walk
down to the closest coffee shop for your morning
coffee, knowing your team is giving you and your
organization a glowing review. Why? Because you
know your employees have a high commitment to
the organization and its values. You know your
employees are dedicated to the vision, and are
eager to contribute. You know they are bragging
about how productive the team is, and how the
leaders of the organization live by the organiza-
tion’s values. In a nutshell, you know you have
engaged employees.

Before you take that first sip of your hazelnut
cappuccino, you may want to sit down. According
to research, most employees don’t fit that de-
scription. In fact, according to a survey con-
ducted by The Gallup Organization, only 26
percent of employees are engaged. Most employ-
ees are disengaged. They show up to work each
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Introduction 3

day and do the minimum to get by. They collect a
paycheck and go home. These aren’t bad people.
They simply don’t have a passion for their work,
and they make up 55 percent of any organization.

The remaining 19 percent of employees are
actively disengaged. These employees are not
committed to the organization’s future and are
opposed to just about everything you do. Most
are miserable, and want to share it with anyone
who will listen. In fact, they’re out recruiting
new members every day. And in some cases,
they are the most vocal and influential leaders
in the organization.

Based on these statistics from the Gallup sur-
vey, there’s a good chance your job candidate is
getting an earful of something you’d rather they
not hear. With only one out of every four employees
truly engaged on the job, it wouldn’t be surprising.

The problem of employee disengagement is a
source of ongoing frustration for leaders of any
organization. Not only does it irritate the man-
agement team, it demoralizes the productive em-
ployees who carry the majority of the workload.
And although employee disengagement exists,
what is really being done to overcome it?

My experience has shown me that most lead-
ers just complain about it. Even worse, they find
a way to blame it on the employee. “They’re just
lazy,” I hear. “They must be part of that young,
unmotivated generation.” There seems to be a
myriad of excuses why employee disengagement
is allowed to continue.
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4 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

But while some leaders believe the power to
overcome disengagement lies within an em-
ployee, most bosses will wait a long, disappoint-
ing time hoping an employee will see the light
and suddenly become a productive part of the
workforce. The responsibility for productivity and
profitability rests entirely on the shoulders of
leadership, and so does the responsibility to over-
come employee disengagement. So, why don’t
they do it?

There may be several reasons, but perhaps
the most significant is that most leaders are
spending more time managing tasks and not
nearly enough time leading people. If you don’t
believe that observation, just spend one day with-
out your cell phone, PDA, or e-mail. You’ll find
out quickly how much of your “hectic day” is
spent managing the business and putting out
fires and not leading the people on your team.

Despite the concern for employee disengage-
ment, there is good news. Employees don’t want
to be disengaged. They start a new job as en-
gaged employees, in hopes of finding the place
where they can be productive. Then something
happens. They get a new boss. Their job respon-
sibilities change. Perhaps some promises get
broken. We’ve all been there. The employee
faces a fork in the road. They either find a way
to make it work and become engaged, or they
join the ranks of the vast majority of disengaged
employees.
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Introduction 5

While we’re out running the business, we let
the employee silently determine which path
they’ll take when they reach that fork in the road.
We learn of their choice when we see a report that
shows customer complaints are up or product
quality is down. We learn of their choice when we
see a report that shows turnover is up or morale
is down. It is then that we realize they chose the
path of employee disengagement.

The question then is how we help build a cul-
ture to overcome employee disengagement. The
answer is simple. Employee engagement is a
product of strong leadership. In the midst of
managing the business, we must focus our ef-
forts on developing better leaders.

The leadership needed today is not any differ-
ent than it was a hundred years ago. In fact,
most managers have been exposed to numerous
approaches to enhance their leadership skills.
Many people jump from book to book trying to
find new ideas, when the true key to success is to
find one single resource that provides the frame-
work for successful leadership and stick with
that model. This book provides that model.

And there’s even better news. These concepts
apply regardless of your role. Whether you run a
bank or a small division within a large corpora-
tion, the concepts in this book will help you build
a culture that will move your business toward
employee engagement. Whether you work in a
church or lead a nonprofit organization, you will
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6 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

find culture-building ideas that will help you tap
into the true potential of your team.

THE FORMAT

Some people absorb every word in a book. They
either dedicate the time to read the book from
cover to cover, or they have the discipline and de-
termination to return to the book until they
reach the end. I have an enormous amount of re-
spect and envy for these people.

Although I can scan my bookshelf and iden-
tify many great books I enjoyed from cover to
cover, I can spot many books I never completed. I
heard once that the average reader never gets
past the third chapter of a book. I don’t know if
that’s true, but if it is, then I guess I’m not alone.

While I am comforted as a reader, I am dis-
tressed as an author. The thought of anyone not
getting to the end of my book is disappointing. As
a result, a great deal of thought went into the for-
mat of this book.

The success of many business fables today
led us to consider that format. Many readers are
drawn to a fable because people relate to people.
They can take the lessons learned in a story and
apply them to their own circumstances. In fact, I
have found over my years in the professional
speaking industry that people have the best
chance of learning a concept and actually apply-
ing it in their life if they can combine the theory
with a real-life example.
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Introduction 7

While some people are drawn to fables, many
readers want to get straight to the point. They
want to have the solution spelled out in a direct,
how-to format. They need a specific to-do list to
feel they have the information needed to put it all
to work and measure their success.

As we discussed the format for this book, we
decided to provide the information in both for-
mats. For those readers who learn from and
enjoy a fable, the concepts of Engaged Leader-
ship will be introduced through a story. This is
not a traditional fable. There are no animals, and
the story is told based on real-life challenges in
the workplace.

For those readers who want the how-to for-
mat, a portion of this book was written just for
you. Once you’ve had a chance to learn the con-
cepts by relating to the characters in the story,
specific challenges are provided to help you put
those ideas to work.

This book has been designed to tap into both
sides of your brain. The creative side will benefit
from the fable, and the detail side will benefit
from the challenges. Whichever way you learn, I
encourage you to take the concepts of Engaged
Leadership and put them to work in your organi-
zation as you build a culture to overcome em-
ployee disengagement.

Let’s start with our fable. The story is
about Seth Owen, a young management recruit
struggling to understand his role in overcoming
employee disengagement. In an office where
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8 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

mediocrity has become an accepted way of life,
Seth clashes with fellow managers and employ-
ees while attempting to raise the bar. With the
guidance and encouragement of Hannah Jax-
son, a dynamic boss with incredible vision and
an uncanny capability to build people, he learns
in one year what takes others a lifetime. With
Hannah as his mentor, he learns what it takes
to build a culture of employee engagement.

swin_a03cintro.qxd  5/22/07  1:47 PM  Page 8



9

The Fable

Seth Owen had it all figured out. He had taken
business classes in college, and assumed

managing people couldn’t be that hard. After all,
with his college degree and charismatic personal-
ity, employees would love to be on his team.

As he entered the working world as an em-
ployee of a Fortune 500 company, he was looking
forward to putting his degree to work. Although
Seth was an average student in the classroom, he
was a leader outside the classroom. He had a
reputation as the one person you could depend
on to get things done. Not only would Seth make
things happen as the “go to” guy, he could inspire
people around him to help, and always did it with
a smile on his face.

Now that he was out of school, the time for
“learning” was over, and the time for “doing” was
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10 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

here. The dress rehearsal had ended. As he
headed through the doors of corporate America,
Seth had no idea his education was just begin-
ning. Nor did he have any idea that this year
would change the way he viewed business, and
life, forever.

THE ARRIVAL

For a small regional airport, there were quite a
few people bustling around. As Seth moved
through the crowd of departing passengers, he
was trying to look confident in his new blue suit,
freshly starched shirt, cap toe shoes, and yellow
tie. He had been told that yellow was a “power”
color, and he needed to look powerful that day.

You see, Seth was meeting his new boss. He
had just graduated from college and was going to
work for Halifax, a large call center company with
offices in central Texas. The company was growing
and had opened a new call center two years earlier
just outside of Austin. Seth liked the fact it was a
huge company with offices all over the United
States. He figured it would be a secure place to be
and would provide opportunities for advancement.

Although he had been hired by the corporate
recruiting office in New Jersey, Seth was being
sent to work in the call center outside Austin,
and was meeting his boss for the first time. Her
name was Hannah Jaxson. Seth was eager to
meet her because the corporate recruiter spoke
very highly of her. He told Seth she was consid-
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The Fable 11

ered a rising star in the company, and that she
was transferred from another department to take
over this call center just two months ago.

He scanned the crowd as he wandered
around the baggage claim area looking for Han-
nah. He requested a picture from the corporate
recruiter so he would know her when he saw her,
but his flight left before he could get it. Although
he had no idea what she would look like, he had
a picture in his mind. She would be tall, confi-
dent, light brown hair, and well dressed.

As the passengers gathered their luggage and
the crowd began to thin, Seth got anxious. He
wasn’t concerned his new boss wasn’t going to be
there. He was concerned that maybe he was
being tested. He thought to himself, “What if this
is part of the test? What if she’s standing around
the corner watching me wander around lost?
Should I have her paged? Should I start ap-
proaching any female standing by herself?” If
this was a test, he certainly didn’t want to fail.

About that time, he heard the page. “Seth
Owen. Please meet your party at the baggage
claim information desk. Mr. Seth Owen. Please
meet your party at the baggage claim information
desk.”

As he turned to walk that way, he saw a woman
emerge from the small crowd around the informa-
tion desk. Although she was waving, this couldn’t
be her. She didn’t even come close to matching the
picture he had in his mind. This woman was short
and had dark black hair. However, Seth was half
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12 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

right. Dressed in a dark blue suit, she carried her-
self with all the confidence in the world.

THE RIDE

It didn’t take long for Seth to figure out why Han-
nah was successful. She was easy to like and had
a very charismatic personality. Any anxiety he
had was calmed before they got to the car. He as-
sumed she would spend the entire time judging
his every move, but it was apparent she simply
wanted to talk about the job opportunity.

The ride from the airport to the office was just
over an hour. Hannah used that time to talk
about the assignment. She explained to Seth how
she took over this call center just two months
ago, and that her biggest challenge so far was
shaping the culture. His job experience up to this
point consisted mostly of part-time jobs, and the
term culture was relatively new.

“I’m not sure I know what you mean when you
say you’re shaping the culture,” Seth admitted
reluctantly. “Didn’t they already have a culture
when you got here?”

“They did,” Hannah laughed, “but it’s a cul-
ture that seems to breed mediocrity. Most em-
ployees just show up and do the bare minimum
to get by, and we have an opportunity to change
it. That’s a priority for me.”

Seth didn’t want to seem ignorant to the
whole idea of culture, so he didn’t press the issue
and just looked out the window. Hannah must
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The Fable 13

have sensed his confusion. “Have you ever
worked somewhere you didn’t like?”

“Yes, I have,” Seth responded as he turned
from the window. “I worked at a store in a mall. It
was awful.”

“Tell me what made it so awful,” she inquired.
“First of all, my boss treated all the employees

like they were inferior. He always yelled at us if
we were one minute late for our shift, although
he seemed to be late more than anyone.”

Hannah asked, “Do you remember the feeling
you had when you worked in that environment?”

“Absolutely. It was horrible. I used to hate
going to work every day, and I remember what a
relief it was when I finally quit.”

“That,” she said, “is culture. You can’t touch
it, and you certainly can’t explain it in clear
terms. It’s how people feel when they go to work.
My biggest challenge has been convincing my
management team we have some work to do in
that area.”

“Are they not supportive?”
“Let’s just say they have some baggage,” Han-

nah said with a smile. “You see, we already have a
call center in Austin, about a half hour from our
new office. The head of that call center and two of
the managers accepted a transfer two years ago
when it first opened. The leadership style of my
predecessor for nearly two years pretty much en-
sured a continuation of the old culture.”

“Why did your predecessor leave?” Seth asked.
“Early retirement.”
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14 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

Seth asked, “Do you think the employees in
this department don’t like working at Halifax? Is
that why you want to change the culture?”

“That’s a fair question. My observation is this
office is no different than any other I’ve had the
chance to develop. Most employees are disen-
gaged. They simply show up to work, do the min-
imum to get by, and collect a paycheck every two
weeks. I want to create a culture of employee
engagement.”

Seth was familiar with Hannah’s observation.
He had seen employee disengagement at every
part-time job he held up to that point in his life.
In fact, there were times he considered himself
one of the disengaged. So he asked the most ob-
vious question, “How do you create this culture
of employee engagement?”

As they pulled into the parking lot, Hannah
looked over and said, “Seth, you have identified
the biggest challenge I face every day, and one I
hope you can help me work on.”

THE MANAGEMENT TEAM

Seth had never been inside a call center before,
and didn’t really know what to expect. As they
entered the office, he was awed with the rows and
rows of computer stations all surrounded by
short cubicle walls. It was somewhat dark and
looked very formal.

Apparently everyone knew Hannah had gone
to the airport to get “the new guy.” As he glanced

swin_c00.qxd  5/22/07  1:53 PM  Page 14



The Fable 15

around the office, he saw heads popping up over
the cubicle walls at each computer station. Seth
was prepared to be judged by his new boss, but
he hadn’t anticipated the scrutiny from the 60
call center reps on duty that morning.

On the ride from the airport, Hannah had ex-
plained to Seth that the first order of business
would be a meeting in the conference room with
the other managers. The office had a total of four
managers assigned to manage approximately 100
employees. Seth had asked about his three fellow
managers during the ride, but Hannah wouldn’t
divulge any information. She explained she didn’t
want to influence his opinion in either direction.

As they entered the conference room right on
time, Seth was surprised to see only one person
there for the meeting. Hannah had told Seth
there was only one male manager, and his name
was Aaron King.

Seth had a very aggressive and confident per-
sonality, and eagerly approached Aaron before he
put down his briefcase.

“You must be Aaron,” he said with a smile and
an extended hand. “My name is Seth Owen.”

“Hello, Seth. I’ve been looking forward to
meeting you. At home I have a wife and three
daughters, so I get ganged up on a lot. The same
is true for the office. I’ve been looking forward to
some male influence around here!”

Seth was impressed with Aaron. He liked the
fact he was on time for the meeting, and he liked
his energy.
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16 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

As they were sitting down, one of the other
managers ran into the room. “Sorry I’m late,” 
she said. “I couldn’t get one of my employees out
of my office.” She sat down without saying an-
other word.

Seth stood and reached across the table, ex-
tending his hand. “Hi. I’m Seth.”

“I’m Jill Ramos,” she responded as she tried
to catch her breath. “Nice to meet you.”

As Seth sat back down, Hannah asked both
managers to introduce themselves in more detail.
Before either could start, she inquired, “Where’s
Carmen?”

“She just got on a call with someone from the
staff,” Jill responded. “She said she would try to
make it, but that we shouldn’t wait for her.”

Without showing too much concern, Hannah
looked at Aaron and Jill and asked, “Who wants
to go first?”

As if he were expecting the question, Aaron
raised his hand and offered to get things
started. He explained he had been a manager 
in the Austin office, and accepted the transfer
because this new office was closer to home. Of
all the people Seth met that day, he felt the
most comfortable around Aaron. He would later
learn that Aaron was the manager most em-
ployees in the office preferred, and certainly the
one most eager to learn about the culture of
employee engagement Hannah was trying to put
in place.
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The Fable 17

Jill went next. She started by apologizing again
for being late to the meeting. He wasn’t sure if she
was being genuine, or trying to stay out of trouble
with Hannah. She explained she had been a call
center representative her entire career, and that
she got promoted when the new office was
opened. She said she was tired of having the least
amount of seniority with only two years as a man-
ager, and that she was glad to see a new manager.
Seth would later learn that Jill was the most effi-
cient call center representative in the Austin of-
fice, and ranked at the top of nearly every area the
company measured. He also learned she was
struggling with most of the changes Hannah was
making to enhance the culture.

After both introductions were done, Seth
spent a few minutes sharing his background. As
he wrapped up his comments, Hannah explained
that she and Seth would meet for the remainder
of the afternoon in her office, and that everyone
else was welcome to return to work. She turned
to Seth and said, “I guess you’ll have to meet Car-
men at a later time.”

Seth didn’t know Carmen, but he suspected
this was her way of showing she wasn’t con-
cerned with “the new guy.” Whether his gut feel-
ing was right or not, Seth needed to make a
statement of his own. He turned to Hannah and
said, “I think I would like to meet her now. Can
you take me to her office so I can at least intro-
duce myself?”
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18 ENGAGED LEADERSHIP

Hannah smiled and replied, “I’d be happy to
take you to her office.” Seth had a feeling he just
earned a little respect from his new boss.

Seth noticed her nameplate as they
approached her cubicle. It read “Carmen
Fuentes.” When they reached her doorway,
Carmen spun around in her chair. She wasn’t
on the telephone, so Seth extended his hand
and said, “Hi, my name is Seth Owen. I under-
stand you were on a call this morning during
our meeting, so I thought I would stop by and
introduce myself. Hannah and I have a meet-
ing, but I wanted to let you know I look forward
to working with you.”

Not giving Carmen the opportunity to re-
spond, Seth turned back to Hannah and said,
“I’m ready when you are!” The two walked across
the call center to Hannah’s office, where the as-
sessment would begin.

AN ASSESSMENT

As soon as her office door closed, Hannah turned
to Seth and asked, “So, what did you think?”

“They all seem to be very nice people,” Seth
hesitantly replied as he sat down.

Hannah looked at Seth as if she were analyz-
ing his response. “Now that you’ve provided me
the politically correct response, tell me what you
really think.”

Seth appreciated her openness, but he never
had a manager ask his opinion about his fellow
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The Fable 19

employees before. He wondered if this was nor-
mal, and was guarded with his response.

“I thought Aaron was pretty sincere. He seems
to have an open mind. And Jill seems to be a nice
person.”

Hannah waited for Seth to continue, and
when he didn’t elaborate she said, “You’re hold-
ing back. I want to know what you really think.”

Seth sat quietly for a moment, choosing to
carefully word his response. He wanted to share
his true feelings, but needed assurance that it
was safe to do.

“Seth,” Hannah said as she leaned forward, “I
value your judgment. Some bosses would never
ask for your honest opinion. However, I believe if
a culture of employee engagement is truly going
to exist, we must have an environment where
honest views are encouraged.”

Although Seth wasn’t comfortable being criti-
cal of anyone he just met, he knew anything
short of complete honesty at this point might be
seen as a sign of weakness to Hannah, so he
shared what was on his mind. “I wasn’t terribly
impressed with Jill.”

“What didn’t you like?”
“I’m not sure I can pinpoint it yet,” Seth

replied. “After her introduction, I just got the feel-
ing she’s somewhat insecure. Maybe it’s because
she hasn’t been in management all that long.”

“Anyone bother you?”
“Carmen,” Seth replied without hesitation.
“What bothered you?”
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“Several things,” Seth replied. “First, I assume
you asked her to be in the meeting.”

“I did.”
“Well, maybe I’m naïve, but I’ve always been

taught you don’t just ignore your boss when she
asks you to do something. Beyond the fact it’s an
act of insubordination, it’s just rude. Second, the
fact she didn’t show up at the meeting sent the
message she thinks she’s too important to meet
her new colleague. That wasn’t just a slap to me,
but to all the managers. And third, she seemed
threatened.”

“She is threatened,” Hannah said. “Carmen
was the queen bee in the Austin office and has
continued in that role in this office. She and my
predecessor were good friends. In fact, she trans-
ferred to this office because she thought she
would get promoted when her buddy retired.
She’s feared by most everyone in the office, and
she’s been threatened by my style of leadership
since I got here.”

“How is your style different from hers?”
“She’s been leading with negative motivation

for a long time, and it’s worked,” Hannah replied.
“She’s been fighting me since the day I got here
because I believe we can get farther with positive
motivation. I took her stick away, and told her
she could have it back when she put a carrot on
the end of it. She doesn’t like the new culture. In
fact, her absence from the meeting is just another
example of her attempt to maintain control.”
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“That explains why she’s threatened by you,
but why is she threatened by me?”

“Carmen is threatened by change,” Hannah
said. “She sees you as someone young and eager,
and is concerned you may embrace my style of
leadership.”

“I can handle her,” Seth responded with com-
plete confidence. “Should I be concerned with
any of the others?”

“I’ll let you run with your gut feeling about the
rest.”

“You were analyzing my ability to quickly as-
sess someone’s character,” Seth stated with a
smile. “Was I close?”

“You were very close,” Hannah replied. “But
don’t get too confident. Quite frankly, these three
weren’t that hard to figure out. Your hardest
work assessing character hasn’t even begun.
Let’s talk about your team.”

THE CHALLENGE

Hannah explained the office was broken into four
equal teams, and that Seth was inheriting the
“misfits” of the office.

“The office is driven by numbers, and the
managers compete with each other for bragging
rights in each area we measure,” Hannah ex-
plained. “The team you’re inheriting hasn’t per-
formed well at all. In fact, they’re in last place in
each area of measurement.”
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“Great,” Seth replied with sarcasm. “I get the
worst of the bunch.”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds. I plan to mix up
the teams and create a new one for you to lead. I
don’t want you to have the responsibility of lead-
ing the worst employees.”

Seth thought about her comment for a mo-
ment. “Just out of curiosity, how can it be that all
the bad employees ended up on the same team?”

“I suppose they’ve had bad leadership so long
they just ended up that way,” Hannah answered.
“But don’t worry. I’ll level out the playing field
when I mix up the teams.”

Seth wondered about Hannah’s comment
about bad leadership. “Do you think they per-
form so poorly because of bad leadership, or a
lack of leadership?”

“That’s an interesting question. I suppose it’s
a combination of both.”

For the next few hours, Hannah explained
how the office worked, and put him through the
traditional orientation. Over lunch, he learned
more about Halifax and the story behind this rel-
atively new call center.

Although a call center already existed in
Austin, the company leadership was excited to
see roof tops popping up all over this suburb out-
side Austin. When the decision was made to ex-
pand operations by opening a new call center,
they chose this area because they believed there
would be plenty of potential employees in case
others didn’t want to transfer. They were right.
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About half the office was staffed with call center
reps who were willing to transfer, and the other
half joined the company two years ago when the
call center was opened.

As the day proceeded, Seth was getting more
and more excited about the opportunities this job
would provide. Although he couldn’t soak up the
information fast enough, it was time to head back
to the airport for his flight home. Sometimes ex-
citement can cause a person to make commit-
ments they will later regret.

BRING ON THE MISFITS

In the car on the way back to the airport, Hannah
asked, “So what do you think? Are you up to the
task of helping me build a culture of employee
engagement in this organization?”

“I’m your guy. However, I’m going to ask you
to do something for me. You mentioned earlier
that you planned to mix up the teams and create
a new one for me to lead so I won’t have the re-
sponsibility of leading the worst employees. Do
me a favor. Leave the teams just as they are. I
want the challenge of turning this team around.”

“Are you sure? You haven’t even had the op-
portunity to meet these people yet.”

“I’m absolutely certain,” Seth replied. “I just
don’t believe people show up to work every day
and try to make things bad. They certainly didn’t
start out that way. And if they’ve become disen-
gaged, maybe someone or something inside the
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company did it to them. I’ve shown up to every
job I’ve ever had with the excitement to do great
work, and it always seemed to be a boss that took
away that excitement. I just think most people
want to do good things, and that a good boss can
encourage them to do it. I want the challenge of
bringing them back to the top.”

“And if you’re wrong?”
“I don’t think I am,” Seth replied. “With your

commitment to change the culture and my desire
to help make it happen, I can do this. But if I’m
wrong, I certainly can’t do any damage. They’re
already the poorest performers you have. They
can’t get any worse!”

As Seth got out of the car at the airport, Han-
nah looked over and said, “I’ll see you in two
weeks. Be prepared for the challenge of your life.”

Seth thought back on the success he’d had
leading in the past, and confidently replied, “I
commit to you I’ll be ready.” He had no idea how
hard it would be to keep his commitment.

FIRST DAY

Seth was hoping for a warm reception his first
day on the job. It certainly didn’t start out that
way since no one told him he needed a code to get
into the building. It was the first week of January,
so he was getting rather cold waiting outside the
call center for someone to answer the intercom.
Just as he was about to give up and go sit in
his car until someone came along, the buzzer
sounded and the door unlocked.
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Seth walked down a long hallway to the en-
trance to the call center. The first person he saw
when he opened the door was Hannah. “Wel-
come,” she said with a huge smile and warm
handshake. “I saw you on the security monitor at
the front door, and realized I forgot to give you
the code. Sorry about that. We’ll get it taken care
of today. Let me show you to your cubicle.”

As Seth walked through the office, it became
apparent that everyone knew it was his first day
on the job. The heads started popping up over
the cubicle walls the second the door closed be-
hind him.

As Seth put down his box of personal items,
Hannah pulled up a chair and sat down. “Here’s
your first assignment, and you have all day to
complete it. I want you to spend the day meeting
with each manager one-on-one. Also, schedule a
meeting with your entire team to introduce your-
self.”

“Anything in particular you hope I get from
the one-on-one meetings?”

“Nothing specific,” she responded. “I just want
you to spend some time with them. Get to know
them a little, and be prepared to share your ob-
servations with me.”

“I can do that.”
As she walked to the doorway, Hannah sud-

denly turned around and dropped a report on
Seth’s desk. “Oh,” she said. “I almost forgot.
Here’s a little challenge I want you to start think-
ing about. Your team has an attendance problem.
As you’ll see in this report, of the four teams in
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the office, yours is in last place. You need to fix
this problem.”

“How do I fix an attendance problem?”
“I don’t know, hot shot,” Hannah smiled.

“That’s for you to figure out. I’ll be in meetings all
day, so let’s schedule some time this evening.
There’s a small restaurant three blocks from here
called La Cantina. We passed it on the way in
from the airport when you were here two weeks
ago. Meet me there at 6:00. I’ll be eager to hear
your thoughts.”

SOME TIME WITH JILL

Seth was looking forward to spending time with
each manager and his team. If there was any-
thing Seth did well, it was build relationships. He
planned to call each of his fellow managers to
schedule a time to meet, but before he did, he
reached over and grabbed the attendance report
Hannah had left on his desk. He figured this
would be a good topic for discussion in his one-
on-ones with the other managers.

Seth started looking through the numbers. He
suddenly realized he was being watched. All four
manager cubicles were situated along the same
wall, and each had a window that looked out into
the call center. When he looked up, he saw the
call center reps’ heads disappear behind the
computer stations.

Seth went back to reviewing the report. He
figured the best place to start was the worst em-
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ployee. He looked down at the bottom of the list
to find his first target. Her name was Mattie. Seth
hoped the other managers could provide some
insight in how to deal with his first challenge.

Armed with a great discussion point for his
one-on-ones, Seth planned to call each manager
to schedule a time to meet. He figured he’d take
some time to unpack and get settled in before he
made the first call. Just as he reached for his
box, Jill walked in.

“Welcome to your first official day in the work-
ing world.”

“Thank you, Jill. I was going to call you this
morning to see if I could schedule some time to
meet today. Is now a good time?”

“Now is a great time,” Jill replied as she
walked over and sat in the chair next to Seth’s
desk. “I’ve got a meeting with an employee in a
half hour, but I’m free until then. And by the way,
you don’t need to schedule time with the other
managers. Just stop by. It’s very informal around
here.”

“So tell me,” Seth asked, “what have I gotten
myself into?”

“An overwhelming workload,” Jill responded.
“We have so much work to do, and now Hannah is
here making a bunch of changes. Half of our em-
ployees came over from Austin and have many
years of service, and half of them are relatively new
to Halifax. The new ones are young and open to
change, and the older ones want to keep everything
the same. With Hannah, you either go along with
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the change, or she’s probably going to make it
pretty difficult for you. I guess if you don’t mind giv-
ing away all your power, then you’ll fit in just fine.”

“Can I ask you a question about my first
challenge?”

“First challenge?” Jill laughed. “You’ve been
here 15 minutes! Hannah sure didn’t give you
much time to settle in. What’s it about?”

“Attendance.”
“You have inherited a team with horrible at-

tendance,” Jill replied. “I heard you passed up on
the opportunity to get a new team. You’ll wish
you hadn’t made that deal. Quite frankly, I’m
glad you did though because it means I don’t
have to take on any of that team. I used to work
with some of those people, and there are some
bad apples in that group.”

“I’m willing to take on the challenge. I’m just
not sure how to start.”

“If it were me,” Jill responded, “I wouldn’t rock
the boat too much. Anything you do that’s drastic
will cause problems, and it’s just not worth the
hassle. Tell them they need to start coming to
work, and follow the procedures for discipline if
they don’t. That’s about all you can do. Hannah
would probably disagree, but she doesn’t seem to
be bothered with the conflict.”

“The conflict doesn’t bother me, either. I just
want to see an improvement. What can you tell
me about Mattie?”

“Aahh, Mattie,” Jill responded. “We worked to-
gether in Austin. She didn’t have an attendance
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problem back then. In fact, she had perfect at-
tendance for years. It wasn’t until we transferred
to this new office and she got a new boss that it
became a problem.”

“Who was her new boss?”
“Carmen,” Jill replied. “When Mattie’s atten-

dance became a problem, Carmen ran her off
after the first year. She doesn’t have much pa-
tience for that kind of stuff. The manager you’re
replacing agreed to take her on her team, but
Mattie didn’t get any better.”

“How could she go from having perfect atten-
dance on one team to being the worst on this
team?”

“I don’t know,” Jill responded. “Probably some
personal issues, and you can’t get wrapped up
with that stuff. If you do, you’ll spend all your
time in this office.”

“I appreciate your thoughts. I need to sched-
ule a meeting with my entire team. How do I do
that?”

“Talk to Carmen,” Jill replied. “She does all
the scheduling, and can get everyone scheduled
off the system for a one-hour meeting with you.
On most days, you may have only half your team
working at the same time. Hannah asked Car-
men to schedule your entire team to work today
so you could have a team meeting, so they’re all
here.”

For the rest of their time together, Seth did
what he did best. He led a conversation focused
on Jill’s personal life. Seth knew people liked to
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talk about themselves, and he gave her all the at-
tention she needed.

Jill suddenly looked at her watch and said, “I’ve
got to get ready for my meeting. Good luck with
your team meeting.” With that, Seth’s first one-on-
one was over. If only they all would be this easy.

COLD ENCOUNTER

Seth headed to Carmen’s office to schedule his
team meeting as soon as Jill walked out. He
didn’t know what to expect after their first en-
counter two weeks earlier, but he was prepared
for anything.

“Good morning,” Seth blurted out as he en-
tered Carmen’s office.

“What can I do for you, Seth?” Carmen re-
sponded without even looking up from her com-
puter screen. Seth wasn’t surprised at all that
Carmen didn’t even bother welcoming him to his
new job.

“I need to schedule a meeting with my team
for today, and Jill said you were the manager in
charge of the schedules.”

Carmen continued to stare at her computer
while Seth stood in her doorway feeling rather
awkward. “3:00 this afternoon. You have them
for an hour.”

“Thanks,” Seth replied. “While I’m here, Han-
nah has asked that I spend some time with each
of the managers today. I was wondering if this
was a good time to talk.”
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“Not right now. I’m preparing some informa-
tion for a meeting. I’ll be done by 4:30. Come by
then.”

Seth thanked her for scheduling the team
meeting, and headed back to his office. Just as
he got back to his office, Aaron walked out of the
cubicle right next to his office.

“There you are,” Aaron said. “I was just look-
ing for you. I wanted to see if you’d like to have
lunch today.”

“I’ve been in Carmen’s office scheduling a
team meeting. I was hoping to spend some time
with you today, so lunch would be perfect. I’ll be
ready to leave at 12:00.”

With a few hours to spare, Seth finally found
the time to unpack his personal items and get
settled in.

SOME TIME WITH AARON

“My first piece of advice is this,” Aaron said as
they sat down in the crowded diner across the
street from the office. “Be nice to the waitresses.
It’s the only restaurant in walking distance of the
office, and you’re going to be eating here a lot.”

Seth wasn’t sure why, but he was very com-
fortable around Aaron. He got the feeling Aaron
was genuine, and that he really enjoyed working
for Halifax.

Seth started the conversation. “What do you
like best about being a part of the management
team?”
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“Learning. Hannah has such a great track
record of success. I’m not always sure her ideas
are the right ones for our office, but I give them a
try because she’s been so successful. But I admit
it’s hard. Every time I make a decision about
managing my employees, I always think back to
how I was managed. But Hannah has been re-
minding us that these young people have had dif-
ferent life experiences, and it requires us to
manage them a little different.”

“What do you like least about being a part of
the management team?” Seth asked.

“The hours. Before I got promoted, I looked
at how management came in at 8:00 and left at
5:00. When I got promoted, I assumed I would
do the same. And before Hannah arrived, I did.
Although sometimes I leave at 5:00 if my son
has a baseball game, I’m normally here much
later. My wife doesn’t like how much I’m work-
ing, but I love the opportunity to learn from
Hannah, and my team’s results have been
improving. We are constantly in the running
for first place in just about every area we
measure.”

After they ordered their lunch, Seth continued
his questioning. “Aaron, you seem to enjoy the fact
that Hannah has become a part of the team. Do
you think the other managers feel the same way?”

“I don’t like talking about the other managers.
However, I will say this. I sometimes think the
changes Hannah has made are more difficult for
the others to accept.”
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“Why do you suppose they have such a diffi-
cult time accepting the changes?” Seth asked.

“Two things. One, change often creates more
work, and I’m not sure Jill wants additional
work. And two, admitting that a new way of doing
things may be better is like admitting your old
way was wrong, and I’m not sure Carmen wants
to admit her way was wrong.”

Seth knew his time with Aaron was limited,
and he wanted to get his thoughts on Mattie, so he
pressed on. “What can you tell me about Mattie?”

“Aahh, Mattie. What a disappointment she’s
been the past two years. She hasn’t always been
that way.”

Seth pushed for more. “I heard she had per-
fect attendance years ago, but somehow be-
came disengaged. What do you know about her
situation?”

“Mattie was on my team at the old office. She
was one of my best employees, ranking toward
the top of every area we measured. After we
transferred out here and changed the teams, she
seemed to go downhill.”

“Any idea what caused her to go downhill?”
Seth asked.

“It all started when she joined Carmen’s team.
Carmen manages with an iron fist. She believes
management is very simple. Tell people what you
expect them to do, and if they don’t do it, you
beat them until they do.”

“Interesting philosophy,” Seth laughed.
“I’ve worked for a few people who must have
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graduated from the same management pro-
gram. What do you think I should do about
Mattie’s attendance problem?”

“I don’t know,” Aaron replied. “It’s a tough
call. It depends what tone you want to set. If you
don’t do anything, you could be seen as a
pushover, and everyone will assume it is busi-
ness as usual. If you discipline her, you could be
seen as a bully and scare everyone into action. At
least they would know you mean business. What-
ever you do, good luck.”

While they ate their lunch, the conversation
turned from business life to personal life. Aaron
didn’t seem to have any aspirations to take over
the world. He simply wanted to be a good father
and boss . . . in that order.

TEAM MEETING

Seth hadn’t been nervous at any point since his
arrival. He wasn’t nervous about meeting Hannah
on his initial visit, and he wasn’t nervous about
meeting his fellow managers. But now he was a
little nervous. He was about to meet his team.

No one knew the power of first impressions
like Seth. He felt he had mastered first impres-
sions over the years, but he wasn’t sure how he
should come across to his team. If he seemed too
confident, they would think he was a “know-it-
all.” If he seemed too laid back, they would think
he wasn’t strong enough to lead. He had a plan,
and he was about to figure out if it would work.
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Seth was in the conference room at 2:45 wait-
ing for everyone to arrive. At 3:00 sharp, all 25
members of his team filed in like they were at-
tending a funeral. No one spoke, and most stared
at the ground. Although there were 10 chairs
around the conference table, only six people sat
down. Everyone else stood along the walls.

Seth got it started. “Good afternoon. My name is
Seth Owen, and as you know by now, I am your
new manager. We don’t have much time, and I want
each of you to introduce yourself, so I’m not going
to be saying much in this meeting. However, there
are two things I want you to know. First, Hannah
offered to divide this team to create four new teams
in the office because, as a group, you have not per-
formed well. I asked her not to do that.”

A few people looked up from the floor as
though Seth’s words had suddenly piqued their
interest.

“Some of you may think I’m crazy for doing
that,” Seth continued, “particularly since I don’t
know any of you yet. But I don’t need to know
you individually to know you all have the poten-
tial to be the best in this office. I’m committed to
helping make this team the best.”

Now all eyes were on Seth.
“Second, many of you in this room have been

here a long time. Each of you has forgotten more
about your job than I will ever learn. I have no
plans to come in here and learn your jobs so I
can tell you what you’re doing wrong. My plan is
to use my position as a manager to remove the
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roadblocks that keep you from being successful.
I’ll make you a deal. You do your job well, and I
promise you I’ll do mine well.”

That was it. Seth wanted his team to know
two simple things. One, he had confidence in
them. And two, he planned to lead them. He
would let everything else fall into place from
there. After they finished their introductions,
Seth realized the people in that room seemed dif-
ferent than the people who walked in an hour
earlier. This was a good thing, but sometimes
good things don’t last.

SOME TIME WITH CARMEN

Seth was so wrapped up in the moment he didn’t
realize an hour had gone by. Everyone in the
room knew it when Carmen came barging in.

“Your hour is up,” she said coldly. “Customer
hold time is going through the roof because we’re
short 25 people. Everyone back to work.”

Seth noticed how the energy was suddenly
sucked out of the room when Carmen walked in.
The light mood he had created during their intro-
ductions was gone in a second. In fact, Seth no-
ticed a change in facial expressions the moment
Carmen entered the room.

Not wanting to impact customer hold times,
Seth quickly thanked his team and told them he
would be following up with one-on-one meetings
with each of them. He used the next half hour to
make notes regarding each of his team mem-
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bers, then headed to Carmen’s office for his 4:30
meeting.

If Seth felt a certain comfort level around
Aaron, it was just the opposite with Carmen. Be-
yond what he had been told about her manage-
ment style, he just had bad vibes. The fact that
she had walked into the conference room and or-
dered his employees back to work sent a message
to Seth about what she thought of him. If he was
going to stand a chance, it would require him to
stand toe-to-toe with her from the beginning.

“Let’s make a deal,” Seth said as he walked
into Carmen’s cubicle without knocking. “You
don’t bark out orders to my team, and I won’t
bark out orders to yours.”

“Excuse me,” Carmen responded as she put
down her pen and spun around in her chair to
face Seth.

Seth pulled up a chair next to Carmen’s desk
and said, “You walked into the conference room
and instructed my employees to get back to work.
I may be new, but I’m pretty certain it’s my job to
provide them instructions.”

“You didn’t get them back to work on time,
and . . .”

Seth put up his hand and interrupted Car-
men before she could finish her comment.

“I understand I should have been watching the
clock and gotten them back to work on time,”
Seth admitted. “I promise you I will improve on
that the next time I have a team meeting. How-
ever, if there is something you need my employees
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to do in the future, I would appreciate you bring-
ing it to my attention. I will handle it the way I be-
lieve is the most appropriate.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Carmen responded
sarcastically. “But what this team needs is disci-
pline. They’ve been allowed to get away with any-
thing. They’ve run the last two managers off, and
they need a firm hand to get them in line.”

“I appreciate you sharing your observation. You
very well may be right about the discipline, and I’ll
determine that as I get to know them. In the mean-
time, I plan to build a culture within my team, and
part of that culture involves me defending them
when someone else tries to give them direction.”

“Is there anything specific you want to dis-
cuss. I’m leaving at 5:00.”

“Yes, there is,” Seth replied. “I’ve been given
the task of improving the attendance of my team,
and I’m trying to figure out how I should begin.”

“That’s easy. Find the worst one and send him
packing.”

“I have found the worst one,” Seth replied,
“but it’s not a ‘him,’ it’s a ‘her.’ ”

“Who is it?”
“Mattie,” Seth replied.
“Aahh, Mattie. She used to be on my team,

and she put in for a transfer because she
couldn’t stand the heat. If you’re smart, you’ll
make an example of her early, and hope it actu-
ally makes a difference to the others. You would
send a strong message that you won’t tolerate
lousy performance by firing her now.”
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“You don’t think I should give her a chance to
improve?” Seth asked.

“She’s had two years to improve. If she hasn’t
improved by now, she never will. There is nothing
that will motivate her. If you want a termination to
stick, you’ll have to build a case to terminate her.”

Seth knew from his conversations with Jill
and Aaron that Mattie became disengaged when
she joined Carmen’s team, so he thought he’d see
what she’d be willing to admit.

“I heard Mattie was a pretty good performer
when she worked for Aaron, and that she
changed when she joined your team. Do you have
any idea what caused the change?”

Carmen was not happy with the inference
that she had something to do with Mattie’s poor
performance. “First of all, Aaron is a pushover.
He’s afraid to tell people when they aren’t doing
their job. He’s more interested in having his team
like him, and spends way too much time coddling
his employees. In fact, if he spent more time
doing his job instead of holding their hands, he’d
probably be a better manager.”

Despite Carmen’s rant about Aaron, Seth
calmly replied, “I wasn’t asking about Aaron. I
was asking if you knew why Mattie’s performance
changed when she joined your team.”

“Because I wasn’t willing to pamper her,” Car-
men shouted.

Seth looked out the cubicle window to the
computer stations and noticed everyone close to
her office peering over their cubicle walls. Their
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heads quickly disappeared when they saw Seth
look their way, and he knew it was probably time
to wrap up this discussion.

Seth had spent time with Jill and Aaron getting
to know them personally, but he didn’t care to
spend his time doing that with Carmen. She was
cold and calculating, and he didn’t want to waste
his time. Instead, he decided to change the subject.

“What’s it been like since Hannah joined the
team?” Seth asked.

“Quite frankly, she’s making too many
changes. We were successful before she got here,
and she seems to be making changes just to
make herself look good. She knows everyone
from the corporate office is watching her every
move, and they expect her to do things differ-
ently. If I had been promoted into that job, we
would not be making most of these changes.”

Throughout the rest of their time together, Car-
men made it very clear she didn’t care much for
Hannah. Knowing she believed she should have
been promoted to Hannah’s position, Carmen’s
motives and anger were beginning to make sense.

In the middle of their conversation, Carmen
stood up and began collecting her things. “It’s
5:00, and I have to go,” she said. “We’ll have to
finish this conversation another time.” She
walked out of her office and left Seth sitting alone.

WORK WHENEVER YOU WANT

Seth thought it was strange that someone in
management would knock people over trying to
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get out of the building at 5:00. On his way back
to his office, he noticed all the other managers
had left, too. Seth looked across the call center
and noticed Hannah’s light was still on, so he
walked to her office. She was gathering her
things to leave for the day as Seth walked into
her office, so he asked, “What hours am I sup-
posed to work?”

Without looking up she said, “I don’t care
what hours you work. I’m more interested in your
performance than I am in how many hours you
work. Work whenever you want.”

Seth stood in her doorway in utter disbelief.
After a moment of silence he said, “I just assumed
I would have to do the typical 8 to 5 routine.”

“Seth, I’m going to give you certain tasks, and
will expect those tasks to be completed and for you
to exceed my expectations. As long as you do that,
I don’t care if you work four hours a day. Now, if
you’ll excuse me, I have an errand to run before
our meeting. I’ll see you at La Cantina at 6:00.”

Hannah headed for the door, and Seth headed
back to his office. He had some time to kill before
he left for La Cantina, so he used the time mak-
ing additional notes from his team meeting.
When he was done, he headed out the door to
meet Hannah.

INTRODUCTION TO LA CANTINA

Hannah was not exaggerating when she said the
restaurant was small. She was already sitting in
the corner when Seth arrived.
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“I hope you like margaritas,” she said as the
waiter placed two margaritas on the table.
“They’re the best in town.”

As Seth sat down, Hannah got straight to the
point. “So tell me about your first day.”

“Where would you like me to start?”
“Start with your one-on-ones,” Hannah said.

“What did you think of your fellow managers?”
“I think they each have very different views of

managing their teams. They each seem to be con-
fident in their approach, but their methods are
certainly different.”

“Did you see a method you preferred?” Han-
nah asked.

“Well, I certainly don’t prefer Carmen’s ap-
proach, and Jill isn’t setting the world on fire. If I
had to pick someone to follow, it would be Aaron.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Hannah responded.
“When I was first moved into this position, I no-
ticed the managers here seemed to spend more
time managing their teams than leading them. I
explained that most employees are sick of being
managed, and are starving for leadership. Aaron
was the only manager to really make an effort to
change. His team has responded well to his ap-
proach. In fact, he has the most engaged team in
the office.”

“How did he do it?”
“Up to this point, it’s been based mostly on

his personality,” Hannah answered. “He is outgo-
ing and cares about his employees, and they’ve
reacted well to his approach. Perhaps the most
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exciting thing is that creating engaged employees
is about much more than personality. It certainly
helps to have a little charisma, but the methods
needed to create a culture of employee engage-
ment can be learned.”

“I want to learn how to do it,” Seth responded
eagerly. “After an hour with my team today, I saw
a spark of hope. I just don’t know how to start the
process.” Seth was eager to learn, and Hannah
was eager to teach.

A GLIMPSE AT THE FUTURE

Seth was like a ball of clay, ready to be molded.
Hannah knew it and reached across the table and
removed a pen from Seth’s shirt pocket. She
pulled the napkin out from underneath her drink.

“While you were gone the past two weeks, I
had an end-of-year meeting with the management
team,” Hannah said. “I introduced a concept to
the team and explained we would spend time this
year going deeper with the concept. I’m going to
share it with you so you’ll be caught up before our
first quarterly meeting this month.”

Hannah started by drawing a triangle on the
napkin, and wrote the words Engaged Leadership
across the top. “Over the years, I’ve determined
that if we’re going to have engaged employees, we
must have engaged leadership. Too often we find
ourselves blaming the employees for being disen-
gaged, when the real problem is disengaged lead-
ership. We simply don’t provide the three aspects
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of leadership that lead to engagement.” She then
drew four puzzle pieces inside the triangle. In the
first puzzle piece she wrote the word Directional.

Before Hannah could speak, Seth blurted out,
“That must be about having a vision for the fu-
ture, and knowing what direction we’re taking.”

“That’s certainly one aspect of it. But it goes
deeper than that. While managers have a respon-
sibility for setting the vision of their organization,
they have an obligation to build a consensus for
that vision. It’s not just a matter of coming up
with the vision and hoping people will see it. It’s a
matter of getting buy-in. It’s what I refer to as Di-
rectional Leadership.”

“How will you ever get everyone in the organi-
zation to agree with the vision?”

“We don’t have to get everyone to agree with
the vision,” Hannah replied. “We just have to get
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everyone to agree to the vision. There are many
aspects of Directional Leadership, and I plan to
share these responsibilities with you and the
other managers in our manager meetings. It will
become clearer as we build the model.”

“What’s the second aspect of Engaged Leader-
ship?”

In the second puzzle piece, Hannah wrote the
word Motivational.

“As you build consensus for the vision using
Directional Leadership, you have a responsibility
to inspire employees to want to pursue that vi-
sion,” Hannah explained. “It’s not enough to build
consensus for the vision if you don’t inspire people
to want to pursue it. It’s what I refer to as Motiva-
tional Leadership,” Hannah explained.

“Don’t employees have a responsibility to
show up with their own inspiration? After all,
they are paid to do their job.”
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“True,” Hannah replied, “but as we’ve dis-
cussed, most employees are disengaged. They
show up and do the minimum to get by so they
can collect a paycheck. The first step toward en-
gaging employees is to let them feel they are part
of a bigger picture, and we do that in Directional
Leadership. But if we truly want to build an orga-
nization with engaged employees, we must make
sincere efforts to recognize and inspire them.”

“Fair enough. What’s the third aspect of En-
gaged Leadership?”

In the third puzzle piece, Hannah wrote the
word Organizational.

Seth sat quietly this time and waited for Han-
nah’s explanation.

“This third aspect is about developing the
team to realize the vision. It doesn’t matter if
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you’ve walked hand-in-hand with your team to
build consensus for the future and put in place
wonderful ways to inspire those team members 
if you haven’t developed the team to realize the
vision. It’s the third aspect of Engaged Leader-
ship, and it’s what I refer to as Organizational
Leadership.”

Hannah then put the cap back on the pen and
leaned across the table to place it back in Seth’s
shirt pocket. She didn’t say a word.

“I give up,” Seth said smiling. “What’s the cen-
ter piece of the puzzle?”

“That can wait for one of our quarterly meet-
ings. The first one is tomorrow.”

After Hannah paid the bill and they were get-
ting ready to leave, she said, “You know, you re-
mind me of myself when I started working at
Halifax. All the energy in the world and innocent
enough to think you can do it. Over time, that
will change. I encourage you to not let it change
you. I’ve seen it change many people, and I be-
lieve it’s because they got so caught up in the
day-to-day aspect of being a manager that they
didn’t spend any time being a leader. You’re going
to have a responsibility to do both, but I hope you
never lose the spark. I can teach you everything
you need to know, but I can’t teach you how to
have a spark. Don’t ever let that go.”

As Seth tossed and turned that night, he kept
thinking about her comment, and promised him-
self he would never lose the spark. He hoped he
could keep his promise.
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THE FIRST QUARTER MEETING

Seth was single, and he liked it that way. He
didn’t want a marriage and kids to get in the way
of his professional career. He had seen too many
friends get married early, and some were already
divorced. He wanted to wait for his career to get
off the ground. There would be plenty of time for
marriage later in life.

Aside from the professional reasons Seth
wasn’t getting married anytime soon, he really
liked the flexibility that came with being single.
Seth was not a morning person, so he was more
than thrilled with Hannah’s position on work
hours. Since he wouldn’t be very productive 
the first couple hours of the day, he decided it
would make more sense if he went in to work a
little later.

But today was management meeting day. In re-
turn for her flexibility, Hannah required all man-
agers to be in the conference room at 8:00 sharp.
Seth wanted to make a good impression, so he got
there early. As he walked into the conference room
at 7:45, everyone but Hannah was already there.
So much for making a good impression.

“Am I late?” Seth asked.
“Not at all,” Aaron replied. “We just aren’t late

to this management meeting. Hannah made it
clear on her first day that anyone who walked
into this meeting late would have to wash her car
in the company parking lot.”

“Has anyone ever been late?” Seth asked.
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Everyone turned to Jill and smiled.
“I’m late to everything,” Jill replied. “But after

that public humiliation the first month, I’m the
first one here every meeting.”

Aaron continued to tease Jill about the car
wash as Hannah walked in and closed the door
behind her.

“Great,” she said. “Everyone is here. Let’s get
started.”

Carmen stood up to pass out the monthly re-
ports when Hannah put up her hand. “Carmen,
we won’t need the monthly reports today. We’re
going to do something a little different.”

Hannah’s words got everyone’s attention. “As
you know, every January the corporate office
sends out adjustments to the annual strategic
plan. The good news is there aren’t any major
changes to the plan. However, there are some ad-
justments that will affect you and your teams.
We’ll spend the first part of the morning review-
ing those changes.”

As Hannah sat down, Carmen rolled her eyes.
“Great, more work from the Ivory Tower. They
must have gotten word we don’t have enough
work to do already.”

Hannah ignored Carmen’s remark and
passed out a document that appeared to be
nearly an inch thick. “I just got off an early
morning conference call with my peers from the
other call centers, and there appears to be only
two changes that will have a direct impact on the
management team. First, by the end of the
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month we will be required to perform an Em-
ployee Engagement Survey.”

Jill jumped in immediately. “I think you mean
an Employee Satisfaction Survey. I organized a
survey for the office when I first got promoted,
and I’m sure I’ve got a copy of it in my office. I’ll
go find it so we can get it out as soon as possible.”

As she stood up, Hannah interrupted her.
“There’s no need for that. The company is using
an outside firm to conduct the survey. And yes, I
meant an Employee Engagement Survey.”

Carmen spoke up. “First of all, what in the
world is an Employee Engagement Survey? And
why are they wasting the company’s money on
that? I’m sure whatever it is we can do internally
for a lot less money.”

“I’ll answer your second question first,” Han-
nah replied. “They want honest feedback on the
survey, and we have a better chance of getting it
if our employees don’t fear retribution from an in-
ternal survey. And besides, the results of the sur-
vey tie directly to the second change which I’ll
explain in a minute.”

Carmen responded in an exasperated tone of
voice, “Great. More good news I’m sure.”

“Now,” Hannah continued, “I’ll answer your
first question. An Employee Engagement Survey
is designed to measure an employee’s engage-
ment, not their satisfaction. I’m sure we have
plenty of employees who are perfectly satisfied
being disengaged, so an Employee Satisfaction
Survey won’t reveal anything about how well we
are leading our employees toward engagement.”
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“Why are they concerned with this employee
engagement thing?” Jill asked. “Last year we
were told we needed to retain employees, now
we’re being told we need to engage them. Why are
we changing?”

“First of all, disengaged employees are costing
companies billions of dollars a year,” Hannah
stated, “and they want to see how well we’ve created
a culture of employee engagement. And second, if
our goal is employee retention instead of engage-
ment, then we’ll probably spend an enormous
amount of time retaining disengaged employees.”

“Who is ‘they’?” Carmen asked.
“The corporate office,” Hannah replied.
“Is this really coming from the corporate of-

fice, or is this just something you’re making us
do?” Carmen asked.

“Every call center in the company is required to
conduct an Employee Engagement Survey,” Han-
nah answered. “To be honest, I’m as surprised as
you are about the whole thing. But I’ve been telling
you about the importance of employee engagement
since I got this job, and now the company is ensur-
ing that we’re all doing our part.”

“What an enormous waste of time!” Carmen
grumbled. “My team results are just fine. What
difference does it make what this Employee En-
gagement Survey says about me?”

“It will mean a lot to you when I explain the
second change,” Hannah said. “The survey will
be conducted this month, and a follow-up survey
will be done in December. Our end-of-year bonus
this year will depend on how much improvement
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is made when they conduct the survey again in
December.”

When the managers in the room heard that
part of their compensation would be tied to their
ability to engage employees, the room was hushed.
No one said a word, until Jill broke the silence.

“I think it’s a great idea. I’m not afraid of what
my employees have to say about the way I man-
age them.”

“Of course, you don’t,” Carmen responded.
“You let your employees do whatever they want.
Half of them are your old friends. I’m sure you’ll
get glowing remarks from your team.”

Aaron finally spoke up. “Carmen, you’re just
afraid the survey will reveal the cruel and un-
usual punishment techniques you use. Do you
still have the torture chamber in your office?”

Carmen didn’t find the humor in his com-
ment. “Shut up, Aaron. Just because I’m the only
manager in the office who will tell these people
like it is doesn’t mean my techniques are cruel
and unusual.”

“I’m just kidding, Carmen! I agree with Jill. I
think it’s a great idea, and I’m looking forward to it.
Besides, if we’re doing the right things to build a
culture of employee engagement, then we shouldn’t
fear what our employees have to say on this survey.
And if our employees truly are engaged, then we’ll
make our bonuses at the end of the year.”

Seth had been quiet the entire meeting. While
some of the others spoke, he was flipping through
the rest of the strategic plan Hannah passed out
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at the beginning of the meeting. Hannah looked
over at him and asked, “Seth, what do you think?”

“Well, I’m certainly not afraid of what they’ll
say on the survey this month since it won’t be my
leadership ability they’re assessing. I’m more
concerned with what they say on the one in De-
cember. After looking through this document, it
seems the entire year could be spent just manag-
ing the tasks associated with the strategic plan.
The challenge will be finding time to develop our
employees.”

“Now you know why some of us are concerned
about all this engagement stuff,” Carmen replied.

“Us?” Aaron asked with a smile on his face.
“By my count, you are the only one who’s voiced
any concern.” Aaron seemed to get a great deal of
joy from his jabs at Carmen.

Carmen didn’t bother replying to Aaron’s
comment. Hannah looked up and said, “We won’t
have much control over what the survey says
about us this month, so there’s no need to worry
about it. However, we can control what the sur-
vey says about us at the end of the year if we
focus on building a culture of employee engage-
ment. I’ve done it in every organization I’ve been a
part of, and I know I can do it with this one. If
you’re willing to learn, I’m willing to coach each of
you through the process.”

“I’m in,” Jill and Aaron said in unison. Han-
nah looked at Seth, who nodded in agreement.
Carmen looked up and said, “Sure, whatever, but
I’m going to need more coffee for this.”
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55 PERCENT

As the team returned from a short break, Seth no-
ticed Hannah had set up two flipcharts at the
front of the room. On one she had written 55 Per-
cent. As everyone took their seats, Hannah
walked over and underlined it before sitting down.

“At our end-of-year meeting a couple weeks
ago, I shared with you a leadership model I refer to
as Engaged Leadership,” she started. “I spent some
time with Seth yesterday explaining the model to
him, so you all have the same information. Now, if
we’re going to have any success at all creating a
culture of employee engagement, it’s important for
us to know how Engaged Leadership works. But
before we look at the first aspect of the model, I
want to discuss what I’ve written on the flipchart.”

“That’s the percentage of bonus Carmen will
receive at the end of the year,” Aaron laughed.

Carmen shot daggers with her eyes toward
Aaron and was about to respond when Hannah
jumped in, “It could be if we don’t understand the
real meaning of it.” She finally got Carmen’s at-
tention. In fact, she got everyone’s attention.

“The Gallup Organization did research on
employee disengagement years ago and found 55
percent of employees are disengaged,” Hannah
explained. “The good news is the study showed
26 percent are engaged, and the bad news is the
remaining 19 percent are actively disengaged.”

“I seem to be spending more and more of my
time with the actively disengaged,” Jill said.
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“You’re not alone,” Hannah replied. “Most
managers do, and I’d be willing to bet most of the
managers in the other call centers will be spend-
ing their time with the actively disengaged. We’ll
certainly deal with our actively disengaged em-
ployees, and we’ll be learning how to do that.
We’ll also learn how to deal with our 26 percent
at the top of the organization.”

“I don’t worry about those people,” Carmen
interrupted. “They are the only ones I can depend
on. I just give them a task and get out of the way.
The last thing they want is to hear from me.”

“That’s a mistake many leaders make,” Han-
nah said. “Unfortunately, when we leave the top
26 percent alone, they tend to be the first to
leave. We’ll be discussing how to make sure they
don’t want to leave. In the meantime, I believe our
best chance of building employee engagement is
by focusing on the 55 percent in the middle.”

“If they’re disengaged, why should we spend
our time with them?” Jill asked. “Maybe we should
just focus on the ones producing the work.”

“Two reasons, Jill,” Hannah replied. “One, the
55 percent in the middle will be assessing you on
the Employee Engagement Survey, and will have
a negative effect on your bonus if you don’t find a
way to engage them. And two, . . .”

Jill interrupted Hannah before she could fin-
ish. “I don’t even need to hear the second reason.
Reason number one is good enough for me.”

“Then for the benefit of everyone else,” Hannah
continued, “I’ll give the second reason. Employees
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want to be engaged, and we have a responsibility
to them and the company to engage them.”

“Fair enough,” Aaron said. “How do we get
started?”

“This year is going to be a learning year for
each of us,” Hannah answered. “In addition to our
regularly scheduled monthly meetings, we will
have a quarterly meeting for the sole purpose of
learning Engaged Leadership. This is our first
quarterly meeting. We will reschedule our monthly
meeting for tomorrow.”

“Hannah,” Carmen responded, “we already
have way too many meetings to attend. Can’t we
just talk about this stuff at our monthly meetings?”

“No, we can’t,” Hannah replied. “Our
monthly meetings are about updating each
other on the state of the business, and I intend
for those to continue that way. Learning about
Engaged Leadership may be the most important
thing we do all year, and we’ll dedicate one
morning a quarter to do nothing but learn and
share how we applied the concepts in the work-
place. I promise you we’ll end these meetings by
noon.”

“I think it’s a great idea,” Aaron said. “If Han-
nah has implemented this approach in other of-
fices and it worked, then I’m willing to dedicate
one morning a quarter to learning it, particu-
larly if part of my compensation is tied to build-
ing a culture of employee engagement. And who
knows, maybe we can create a little competition
with our old office.”
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With the exception of Carmen, everyone
around the table nodded in agreement.

“As you will recall, there are three aspects of
Engaged Leadership,” Hannah started. “Now, you
can’t tackle all of Engaged Leadership at one time,
so here’s my plan. There are 12 lessons I plan to
share with you. This quarter we’ll learn the four
lessons needed to be good Directional Leaders.
We’ll have the entire quarter to apply what we’ve
learned. In the second quarter, we’ll learn the four
lessons needed to be good Motivational Leaders.
Again, we’ll have the entire quarter to apply what
we’ve learned. Then in the third quarter, we’ll
learn the four lessons needed to be good Organi-
zational Leaders. At that point, you will have the
complete picture, and will have the next six
months to continue making progress toward
building a culture of employee engagement.”

“What about the fourth quarter?” Aaron asked.
“We’ll see how we progress,” Hannah asked.

“Any questions?”
Seth could tell Carmen had something to

say, but she managed to stay quiet. It wouldn’t
last long.

LET THE LEARNING BEGIN

Hannah walked to the second flipchart. She
drew a large triangle, and wrote the words
Engaged Leadership at the top. Seth knew
where Hannah was going with the model when
she drew four puzzle pieces inside the triangle.
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In the first puzzle piece, she wrote the word
Directional:

As she sat back down, she said, “As a review, the
first aspect is Directional Leadership. For the
most part, the direction for this organization has
been set by the corporate office. While we may
not all agree with every aspect of the vision, we
have a responsibility to carry it out.”

“I read through some of the changes to the
strategic plan during the break,” Jill said, “and
some of our long-term employees are going to
struggle with a few of them. This push to improve
how fast we handle calls instead of how well we
handle them is not going to go over well with our
more senior employees.”

“That’s expected,” Hannah replied. “Our re-
sponsibility as leaders is to build a consensus for
the vision. We can’t just hope our employees will
see it and agree to it. We have to get buy-in.”
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“That will be easier said than done with a few
employees,” Aaron said.

“I agree,” Hannah replied. “There will be some
who will never agree to the vision. In fact, there
are some employees who have never agreed to the
vision, and have done everything they can to dis-
rupt the organization. Those are our 19 percent
of actively disengaged employees.”

Seth spoke up. “According to everything I’ve
heard so far, I have a lot more than 19 percent of
my employees that are actively disengaged.”

“That certainly may be the case since your
team didn’t get much leadership in the past,”
Hannah replied. “But regardless of where our
employees fall today, we have a responsibility to
provide Directional Leadership. I’m going to
share with you the four lessons related to Direc-
tional Leadership.”

She walked back to the flipchart and wrote:

1. Recruit support
from the Top 26
percent.
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She sat back down and said, “This group is criti-
cal to our success as an organization. Beyond the
fact they normally carry a significant amount of
the workload, they have significant influence over
the 55 percent in the middle. You see, if we as
leaders don’t do a good job engaging the 55 per-
cent in the middle, they will look for direction
from their peers. They are going to get direction
from one of two places. The top 26 percent, or the
bottom 19 percent who are actively trying to tear
down the organization. Which would you prefer
for your team?”

“What if we don’t have buy-in from the top 26
percent?” Aaron asked.

“First of all, you can’t assume you’ll have buy-
in. Your first job is to convince them the vision is
right. The one thing I know for certain is that if
you can’t sell the vision to the top 26 percent,
then you don’t have a chance of selling it to the
disengaged employees in the middle.”

There was complete silence in the room for a
few moments while the lesson began to sink in to
everyone around the table. Carmen was the first
to break the silence.

“Are you telling me I have to spend my time
recruiting supporters to get these people in the
middle to do what they’re paid to do? Isn’t my job
to use my influence as their manager to get them
to work?”

Aaron jumped in. “Let’s face it, Carmen. Your
influence is to tell them what to do, and they do it
because they know you’ll punish them if they
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don’t. I don’t mean to be critical, but we all know
that’s how you influence your employees.”

“That’s what a manager is supposed to do,
Aaron,” Carmen replied.

Hannah responded, “Some managers believe
that’s the way to manage. But what I’m talking
about is leadership. This approach is going to re-
quire a change in thinking for some of the people
around this table.”

After another moment of silence, Jill pressed
on. “Okay, so we use the influence of our top 26
percent to build consensus with the 55 percent
in the middle. What’s the next point?”

Hannah returned to the flipchart and wrote:

2. Prepare the
organization for
change.

She sat back down and said, “It’s no surprise
that people don’t like change. Just look around
this table and you’ll see some of your peers who
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aren’t comfortable with what I’ve said so far, and
I’ve only shared one point with you. Remember,
your disengaged employees are not bad people.
Many of them are doing their jobs. They simply
dislike change as much as anyone. Any change
will probably put them out of their comfort zone.”

“We’re all going through change,” Carmen
groaned.

“Yes, we are,” Hannah replied, “but if we just
cram the changes down their throat, we’ll never
build consensus.”

Seth asked, “So how do we prepare them for
change?”

“For starters, we walk out of this room on the
same page,” Hannah replied. “Whether you agree
with the changes is not the issue. We must be
united as a team.”

“Okay,” Jill said, “we start preparing our
teams for change by being united as a manage-
ment team. What’s the next point?”

Jill was doing a good job of moving the discus-
sion forward, but Seth had something else in mind.

“We’ve been going for a while now. Can we
take a break?”

Everyone in the room nodded enthusiastically.
“Ten minutes,” Hannah declared. “If you’re

not all back, I’m starting without you.”

BACK TO WORK

Once everyone was back in their seat, Hannah
returned to the flipchart and wrote:
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“This may seem simple,” she said, “but all too
often we assume our employees know what we
want. We can’t begin to build a consensus for the
vision if we don’t communicate our expectations.”

“I think we all learned that in Management
101,” Carmen said sarcastically. “If someone’s
not communicating expectations, then they prob-
ably shouldn’t be in management.”

“Some of you are very good at communicating
expectations,” Hannah replied, “but there is some-
thing even more important than communicating
the expectation. Can anyone tell me what it is?”

Jill was the first to respond. “I’ll take a guess.
We have to know how we’re going to discipline
them if they don’t meet the expectation.”

“You’re close, Jill,” Hannah replied. “We have
to communicate a consequence. Keep in mind
that consequences are not always bad, so it’s not
always about discipline.”

3. Let them know
how they contribute.
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“I think employees know if they don’t do what
they’re told, there’s going to be a negative conse-
quence,” Carmen responded.

“Perhaps that was taught in your Management
101 class,” Hannah replied calmly, “but leaders
are taught the power of positive consequences in
Leadership 101.”

Seth got the impression Hannah was getting
annoyed with Carmen’s insistence on challenging
everything she said. Carmen’s silence indicated
she might have gotten the same impression.

“Different situations require different conse-
quences,” Hannah continued, “and I’ll leave that
up to you to decide. Just know that a conse-
quence is one of the most important tools we
have to change behavior. If we’re going to build a
consensus, we must ensure employees know
what is expected of them, and communicate clear
consequences. Any questions?”

No one raised a hand, so Hannah got up and
walked back to the flipchart. This time she wrote:

4. Constantly
communicate
progress.
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After she sat back down, she said, “We seem to
do a good job of informing our employees of
changes to our strategic plan, but I’m not sure
we do a very good job keeping it in front of them.
We must find ways to constantly communicate
our progress.”

“We had those cards with the vision statement
printed and laminated when the strategic plan first
came out,” Jill said. “We can get those done again.”

“Those cards are fine,” Hannah said, “but I’m
talking about more than just reminding them
what the vision statement is. I’m talking about
letting them know how we’re doing in pursuit of
the vision. There are many creative ways to do it.
We just need to find some ways to constantly
communicate our progress. An uninformed em-
ployee is a disengaged employee.”

Hannah let her words soak in for a moment.
“You now have the four lessons of Directional
Leadership. Are there any questions?”

Jill chimed in. “The four lessons are good, but
they’re somewhat broad. Can you give us some
specific examples of how we go about doing each
of them?”

“That’s a fair observation,” Hannah re-
sponded. “Part of being a leader is determining
what works best for you. If I provide you all the
answers, you won’t think like a leader. So here’s
what I want you to do. Over the next quarter, as
you work to build a consensus for the vision, I
want you to find ways to recruit support from
your top 26 percent, and prepare your team for
change. I want you to be extremely clear about
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what you want from your team members, and
constantly communicate their progress. At our
next quarterly meeting, I’m going to ask you to
share what you did in each of these areas.”

Hannah looked up at the clock and noticed it
was 12:00. “I promised you we would end these
meetings by noon, and I’ll keep my promise. But
I’ll leave you with this thought. Your success
with Engaged Leadership will depend less on
what you know, and more on what you do. I en-
courage you to take what we’ve discussed today
about Directional Leadership and put it to work.
It will be the key to building a culture of em-
ployee engagement.”

With that, everyone grabbed their things and
left the conference room. On his way back to his
office, Seth figured if this leadership thing didn’t
get any harder than this, turning his team around
would be simple. Time would tell.

REALITY SETS IN

Seth couldn’t believe a month had passed since
the first quarter meeting. Although he intended to
create a plan to develop his team, he didn’t realize
it would take every bit of four weeks just to get
settled into his new job. There were procedures to
learn, reports to complete, and meetings to at-
tend. Seth soon realized it took an entire 8-hour
day just to manage his daily management tasks.

Despite the workload and the two weeks he
was out of the office for training, Seth was deter-
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mined to schedule one-on-ones with all his team
members. While the other managers had the lux-
ury of recruiting support from their top 26 per-
cent when they walked out of the last quarterly
meeting, Seth had to spend time with his team
members just to determine his top 26 percent. It
took him nearly two weeks to get to them all.

“Congratulations,” Hannah said as she walked
into his office. “The January report just came out,
and it shows your team absence percentage im-
proved. You’re still in last place, but your overall
numbers improved.”

“You’re kidding.”
“No, I’m not,” Hannah replied. “I’m anxious to

hear what you’ve been doing. We haven’t even
gotten to Motivational Leadership, and it seems
you’re already motivating your team.”

“To be honest, I think at this point it’s just pure
luck. I’ve been so busy getting into my manage-
ment routine that I haven’t had a chance to spend
much time with my team members. I finished my
one-on-one meetings, and have identified who I
think make up my top 26 percent. Now that I’m
getting into somewhat of a routine, I’ve committed
myself to spending more time working with them.”

“Like I said, your team’s improvement wasn’t
drastic, but it was something,” Hannah remarked.
“If you haven’t been spending much time with
your team, the improvement can probably be at-
tributed to the honeymoon period. Most employ-
ees try to impress their new boss because they
don’t know what to expect if they don’t do well.
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They work a little harder until they know what
they can get away with. But I have to say, I’ve no-
ticed you walk around and greet each employee
every morning when you get into the office.
They’ve been starved for that attention, and I’ll bet
some of the improvement is directly related to
your efforts. Keep up the good work.”

After Hannah left, Seth felt a little guilty that
he hadn’t done more to impact the improvement of
his team. He knew the honeymoon period would
be over soon, and that his team would give up on
him if he didn’t start making some things happen.

GOING FOR THE TOP 26 PERCENT

One of the most pressing issues Seth needed to 
address was a change in the strategic plan. A key ef-
ficiency measurement for each team was Represen-
tative Occupancy. Seth discovered it was a fancy
term used to describe the amount of time a call cen-
ter rep actually handled customer calls, as opposed
to nonproductive time like meetings and training.
Since nearly two-thirds of the call center’s expenses
was tied to personnel, the office wanted to make
sure the employees were as productive as possible.

Along with new technology came the opportu-
nity to ensure less idle time for the call center
reps. The same procedure had been followed for
years, and since it was changing, Seth needed to
cover the new procedure with his team.

At lunch the day before, Jill informed the
other managers she had shared the changes
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with her team, and she thought she was going
to have a mutiny on her hands. Based on the re-
sponse from Jill’s team, Seth anticipated some
of his employees would have a problem with it.
He figured this would be a good opportunity to
build consensus by recruiting support from his
top 26 percent.

He searched through the paperwork on his
desk and found the list he made of employees he
considered to be in his top 26 percent. He had
circled the names of the six that seemed to be the
most engaged in his one-on-one meetings. Fortu-
nately, they were all scheduled to work that day.

Carmen, on the other hand, took the day off.
Jill was her backup for the day coordinating the
schedules. Although he wasn’t intimidated by
Carmen, he just didn’t like being around her. He
was glad it was Jill he had to deal with to get his
employees scheduled off for a meeting.

“Jill, I need your help. I have six people I need
to meet with this afternoon. Can you schedule a
half-hour meeting around two o’clock?”

Jill stared at her computer for a moment.
“Two o’clock doesn’t look good because we have
some employees scheduled for a late lunch and
that will throw off our service levels. How about
three o’clock?”

“Perfect. Thanks for your help.”
Seth didn’t mind the extra hour because he

knew he’d need it to prepare for the meeting. As
he was getting settled into the conference room,
his six employees walked in. Seth asked them to
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take a seat on either side of the table. Although
this smaller group was much more outgoing than
his entire team on his first day on the job, Seth
could sense some confusion from this group. No
one knew why he or she was there.

“I’ve asked to meet with you because I need your
help,” he started. “After meeting with the entire
team in the one-on-one meetings, I consider you to
be the best and brightest on the team.” A look of re-
lief could be seen on every face in the room.

“Not only are you the top performers, but you
seem to be a group I can confide in. A change has
been made in the strategic plan of the organiza-
tion, and I wanted to run it past you before I
shared it with the entire team. The change affects
how we measure Representative Occupancy.”

After providing a detailed explanation of the
change, Seth asked, “Can any of you think of a
reason why this would not be good for the team?”

A few team members expressed some con-
cern, and Seth provided reasonable responses to
each comment. “Can I count on you for your sup-
port of the change?” All the heads around the
table nodded in support.

“Good. I anticipate we may have some on our
team who won’t agree with the change. Any help
you can provide supporting the change will be
greatly appreciated.”

With that, Seth thanked them for their time,
and sent them back to work. He felt good about
the meeting, and was glad he finally had at least
one experience to share at the next quarterly
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meeting. He headed back to his office and found
a note in his chair that read, “Meet me at La Can-
tina at 6:00—H.”

PRIVATE COACHING

Seth felt he was fitting in pretty well with the
management team, even though he’d been there
just over a month. He still had a lot to learn, but
knew he was making progress. He remembered
how excited he was when Hannah told him he
could work whenever he wanted. He created in
his mind this perfect scenario where he got to
sleep in, get to the office around 9:00, and stay
until the work was done. At this point, he was at
the office every morning by 7:30, and the work
never got done.

If there was anything that surprised him, it
was the number of managerial tasks that had to
be done everyday. He didn’t think any of it was
particularly difficult, just time consuming. When
the other managers would complain they didn’t
have time to spend with their employees, he
thought it was just an excuse to avoid dealing
with all the people issues. He found the biggest
thrill he got from the job was spending time with
his employees. He also found the biggest chal-
lenge was finding the time.

He appreciated the effort Hannah was making
to teach her managers how to build a culture of
employee engagement. Seth and some of his old
college friends had recently gotten together for a
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long weekend, and they spent time comparing their
job experiences. Seth told them about Hannah, and
how she was dedicating time each quarter to develop
their leadership skills. None of them had a similar
story to tell, but they all had a peer like Carmen.

Although Seth looked forward to the ongoing
development he would get in the quarterly meet-
ings and the training he would attend at least
once a quarter, he particularly liked the one-on-
one time with Hannah at La Cantina. They had
only met a few times, but it was like having a per-
sonal coach to help him along. He wondered if he
was the only manager getting the extra attention,
or if everyone enjoyed these private sessions. He
got his answer when he arrived at La Cantina.

As he opened the door to the restaurant,
Aaron walked out.

“What are you doing here?” Seth asked.
“I just got through spending some time with

Hannah. She mentioned you were meeting her at
6:00. I would stay, but I’ve got to take my oldest
daughter to cheerleading practice. Have a good
meeting, and I’ll see you in the morning.”

Seth walked in and saw Hannah sitting at the
same table as before. He figured that must be her
office away from the office.

“Where’s my margarita?” Seth joked as he sat
down.

“No margarita for me today. I have a confer-
ence call with my boss at 6:30. He’s on a plane
right now and can’t get to a phone until then. My
husband’s meeting me here at 7:00, so you’ll get
to meet him if you’re still here.”
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“You may have a conference call with your
boss at 6:30, but I don’t,” he laughed. “Where’s
the waitress?”

After Seth ordered his margarita, Hannah
said, “I want to talk to you about your team’s at-
tendance problem. Even though your results
have improved, you indicated you haven’t done
much with your team since you’ve been settling
into your new job. Have you given much thought
to a specific plan?”

Seth had given a lot of thought to how he
should deal with his attendance problem, and
could certainly use some advice. “I had hoped to
already have a plan in place considering you
asked me about it over a month ago. I feel I’ve let
you down since I haven’t taken steps to fix the
problem.”

“You’ve been busy, I know. Tell me what you
would have done if you didn’t have to spend a
month getting acclimated to your new job.”

“Well, I asked the other managers what they
thought, and there wasn’t any consensus at all.
Carmen thought I should fire the worst per-
former and send a message to the others, and Jill
thought I shouldn’t rock the boat.”

“What did Aaron think?”
“Aaron wasn’t much help either,” Seth

laughed. “He just pointed out the pros and cons
of any action I took, and wished me luck.”

“What do you think is the right answer?”
“I think the easiest thing to do would be to fire

the worst performer,” Seth answered. “The prob-
lem would be gone, and everyone else on the
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team would know I’m prepared to take action if
they don’t perform well.”

“Have you met with this person to share your
concern about her poor attendance?”

“I have,” Seth answered. “I told her she
needed to improve. I was extremely clear about
what I wanted.”

“Did you tell her that if she doesn’t, the conse-
quence will be termination?”

“No, I didn’t,” Seth responded. “I think she
walked away knowing I was serious.”

“Did you not listen to anything I said at our
first quarterly meeting? Did you have your con-
versation with her before or after the quarterly
meeting where we talked about expectations and
consequences?”

“After,” Seth responded as he stared at the
table.

“Then you had the information you needed.
The lessons I’m teaching you have no value what-
soever if you don’t put them to use. Now, if you
want her to be an engaged member of your team,
you must provide expectations and conse-
quences. When you do, you give her the power to
determine her own fate.”

“Do you think the consequence should be ter-
mination?” Seth asked.

“I think the consequence has to motivate the
behavior you want. If she doesn’t need or want
this job, then termination will not motivate her to
come to work.”

“So what consequence should I use?” Seth asked.
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“You ask too many questions!” Hannah
laughed. “That’s a question you’re going to have
to answer on your own.”

Besides getting settled into a new job, Seth
was getting settled into a new apartment. He
didn’t know many people in town, although he
had made a few friends at the church he started
attending around the corner from his apartment.
Other than some guidance from them, Seth was
learning his way around on his own. Hannah
knew that and spent some time talking about the
area. Seth thought maybe she was tired of talk-
ing business after a full day and was looking for
some lighter conversation.

Hannah looked down at her watch and real-
ized it was almost 6:30. “I have to call my boss,”
she said. “You can hang out if you want. You’ve
hardly touched your margarita, and I’d love for
you to meet my husband.”

“No, I need to get home. I’ll see you in the
morning.”

Seth spent most of that night thinking about
his attendance issue, and how disappointed he
was in himself for letting Hannah down. What he
thought should be easy has turned out to be the
most difficult, and important, part of his job.

MAKE WAY FOR CHANGE

When Seth initially selected his top 26 percent
and scheduled the meeting to recruit support
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for the change in the way observations would
be conducted, he did it so he could show he
made some progress. Quite frankly, he didn’t give
much thought to the outcome of the meeting.

Seth was out of the office for a few days train-
ing, but when he returned he scheduled a meet-
ing with his entire team to announce the change
to Representative Occupancy. He wasn’t looking
forward to the meeting because he knew he
would be fighting an uphill battle. In a meeting
with Jill the day before, she explained that two of
his team members had been instrumental in
writing the current procedure, and they would
likely defend it.

After he explained the change to the group, a
few of his team members started squirming in
their chairs. The two people Jill warned him
would be against the change jumped up and
started complaining, and he could see the start of
his own mutiny. And then something pretty
amazing happened. Miles Freeman, one of his top
26 percent, took over.

“Before you go any farther,” Miles said, “I
want to say I think this is a good change.” 
He continued by laying out exactly what he liked
about the change, and by the time he was done,
most of the other top 26 percent had supported
the idea as well. Before long, many of the disen-
gaged employees were agreeing with the change.

Seth realized he didn’t need to say a word. He
was certain the bottom 19 percent still disagreed,
but they were silenced by the agreement in the
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room. His effort at recruiting support from the
top 26 percent had worked.

After a few moments of silence, Seth pointed to
the two employees who just complained about the
change. “Please stand up,” he instructed. Each
had a panicked look on his face.

“Seriously,” Seth repeated, “please stand up.”
They looked at each other and slowly got out

of their chairs. The room was silent as everyone
awaited the worst.

“I’ve asked them to stand because I want you
all to get a good look at them. These are the men
who were instrumental in writing the current pro-
cedure. It has worked well for the past two years
and was the foundation of the new procedure. As
we begin to make the transition, I want to recog-
nize and thank them for their contributions. They
were leaders then, and I anticipate they’ll be con-
tributing to new ways of doing things in the fu-
ture. I think they deserve a round of applause.”

Seth wasn’t sure if the smiles on their faces
were relief from not getting scolded or true ap-
preciation for being recognized, but they both
seemed to enjoy the moment as they accepted a
round of applause from their peers.

After the meeting was over and everyone had
returned to work, Seth walked to Hannah’s office
to share his experience. He stuck his head in the
door and noticed she was on the telephone. She
looked up and noticed it was Seth, and motioned
for him to wait. When she hung up, he walked in
and sat down.
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“What’s up?”
“I just had an interesting experience,” Seth

said with a smile, “and I thought I would share it
with you.” He explained in detail what had hap-
pened in his team meeting, and waited for her
response.

“Three spectacular things happened in that
meeting,” Hannah said. “One, you proved that re-
cruiting your top 26 percent can work. Two, you
helped the rest of the team deal with change by
recognizing and celebrating the old way of doing
things. And three, you showed them they don’t
just work for a manager, they work for a leader.”

Seth needed that reinforcement. He felt he
had let Hannah down when he hadn’t communi-
cated a consequence to Mattie for her poor atten-
dance, and needed a way to prove he had been
paying attention to what she was teaching. This
type of reinforcement was what he needed, and it
didn’t cost the company a dime.

EARLY MORNING SURPRISE

Throughout most of the month of February, Seth
was showing up to the office at 7:30 not because
he was anxious to get to work. He got there early
just so he would have enough time in the day to
get all his work done and spend time working
with his team.

A college buddy had gotten married over the
weekend, and Seth was a groomsman. After a
long weekend with friends, he knew his confi-
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dence had been renewed when he walked in the
office at 6:00 Monday morning. He was deter-
mined to make this the day he dealt with Mattie,
and wanted to get an early start. He also had
something else on his mind.

It was March now, and the February reports
were available. His improvements were marginal
in January, leaving him in fourth place. He had
gotten into a routine in February, which freed up
more time to spend with his team. He had shown
some leadership throughout the month, and felt
his team was responding. While it was nice to
have the feeling, he needed proof to show Han-
nah and the other managers. He hoped the proof
he needed was in the monthly report.

Part of the training he received in January
was report production, so he knew how to access
the reports. After he sat down, he pulled out his
training notes so he could get it right the first
time. Just as he began to log in to his computer,
Hannah walked into his office.

“What in the world are you doing here at 6:00
in the morning?” Hannah laughed. “I thought
you were in a wedding over the weekend. I didn’t
expect to see you before noon!”

“It was a long weekend,” Seth chuckled, “but I
was anxious to see my February attendance re-
port. I couldn’t sleep, so I figured I’d come on into
the office.”

“Do you want to log in and pull your own re-
port,” Hannah asked, “or would you like to take a
look at my copy? I haven’t printed all the reports,
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but I have the attendance report for the entire of-
fice right here in my hand.” She set her copy of
the report on Seth’s desk.

“It looks like someone else was anxious to see
the monthly report,” Seth laughed as he reached
across the desk.

He recognized the report from last month,
and knew the last page ranked all four man-
agers. He flipped straight to the last page, 
and there it was. Seth Owen, a young man with
only two months in the real working world, 
had led his team to third place. After two years
of being the worst, they now were out of the
basement.

A TIME TO CELEBRATE

Seth was a competitive person, and had grown
accustomed to winning just about any competi-
tion he entered. At any other time in his life, fin-
ishing third in a four-person race would have
been devastating. But on this day and in this
race, finishing third was like winning a gold
medal in the Olympics.

Seth jumped up from his desk and started
dancing in the middle of his cubicle. It was a good
thing there weren’t any employees around yet. If
he was trying to show Hannah he couldn’t dance,
it was working. Seth wasn’t sure if she was laugh-
ing at his reaction to the news, or if she was gen-
uinely happy for him. He hoped it was both.

swin_c00.qxd  5/22/07  1:53 PM  Page 80



The Fable 81

He started to give Hannah a hug, and then
backed off. He had been through sexual harass-
ment training in January and didn’t want to cross
a line. Hannah figured that’s why he backed off,
and extended her arms anyway. “You big dummy,”
she said with a smile, “give me a hug!”

Seth threw his arms around her to celebrate
the moment, but also as a way of thanking her
for the support and encouragement she had
given him the past two months. His team was re-
sponding to his leadership, and for the first time,
he felt he was a part of developing a culture of
employee engagement. He knew Hannah de-
served much of the credit.

Seth looked down at his watch and realized he
had some time before his employees showed up for
work. He checked the schedule to see how many of
his employees were working in the morning. Fif-
teen. That was enough. He looked at Hannah and
said, “I’ve got to run an errand. I’ll be back.”

DOUGHNUTS ANYONE?

The noise in the call center was normally very
consistent. Anyone who walked through the of-
fice during normal business hours would hear
tapping on computer keyboards and call center
reps talking to their customers.

Hannah was in Carmen’s office when she
heard the laughter. It was 8:30 now, so the call
center was packed full of employees. The laughter
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from the reps was noticeably uncommon, so she
got up to see what the commotion was all about.

Several of the employees were standing so they
could look across the office. Hannah looked in their
direction and found the source of their laughter.
There he was. Seth was standing in the middle of
the office in a tuxedo. He had a white cloth draped
over his arm, and a silver tray full of doughnuts.
He was walking through the office serving dough-
nuts to his team members. Not all the reps. Just
his. This was his way of celebrating their success.

Hannah walked over to get a closer view, and
noticed Seth was handing each of his employees a
card as he served them breakfast at their desks. He
met Hannah as she walked over to him. He lowered
the tray and asked, “A doughnut for the boss?”

Hannah took a doughnut from the tray and
moved closer to one of Seth’s reps. She looked
down to read the card he was passing out. It
read, “Enjoy your doughnut. This is my way of
saying thanks for everything you do. You make
me proud to be your leader!”

Carmen had followed Hannah out of her office
and was standing behind her with her arms
crossed. She had a typical scowl on her face. “I’m
sure this is screwing up our customer hold time.
Everyone in the office is wasting time watching
this spectacle.”

Seth walked over to Carmen and held out the
tray. “Can I interest you in a doughnut?”

She unfolded her arms, turned around and
stormed back to her office. Seth’s intention was to

swin_c00.qxd  5/22/07  1:53 PM  Page 82



The Fable 83

recognize his employees and celebrate their suc-
cess, but in the process managed to anger one of his
peers. She appeared to be mad that his stunt had
disrupted the office, but he suspected there was
more to it. In the process of recognizing his team, he
had just raised the bar for his fellow managers.

At that point, Seth didn’t care why Carmen was
mad. His employees weren’t starving for doughnuts.
They were starving for attention, and Seth had
given them what they needed. At the same time, he
communicated to his team that celebration was
going to be a part of the culture he developed.

MATTIE

Word about Seth’s doughnut episode spread
quickly through the office. Seth had changed out
of his tuxedo that morning, but he had dough-
nuts and cards in his office for the other employ-
ees when they came in for their shift.

“Only you would go out and rent a tuxedo
to serve your team doughnuts for breakfast,”
Aaron joked as he walked into Seth’s office that
afternoon.

“Actually, I didn’t rent the tuxedo to serve
doughnuts,” Seth laughed as he put down his
pen and turned toward Aaron. “I was in a wed-
ding on Saturday, and had it in my car to return
today. I just figured I’d get one last use out of it
before it went back.”

“Outstanding! Now I’m going to be spending
my days trying to figure out how to beat that.
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Every single person on my team has been asking
when they’re going to be served breakfast at their
desk.”

Mattie walked to Seth’s door as Aaron
was leaving. Her shift was about to start, so she
missed the morning doughnuts.

“I know it’s after lunch,” she laughed, “but
where’s my doughnut? I’m going to save it for this
afternoon.”

Ever since Seth arrived in January, Mattie
hadn’t said much to him. Other than his one-on-
one meeting and the conversation they had about
her attendance problem, he felt she was avoiding
him. For her to walk in with a smile on her face
and ask for her doughnut indicated she was as
starved as the others for a little attention.

Seth motioned for her to take a seat and help
herself to a doughnut. He handed her one of the
cards, and told her he would be right back. Seth
went to Carmen’s office and asked her to sched-
ule Mattie for a 15-minute meeting with him at
the beginning of her shift. To Seth’s surprise,
Carmen agreed without causing a scene.

Seth had some time to review the January and
February attendance reports before lunch, and no-
ticed Mattie had not missed a day of work in either
of those months. He knew it was going to make the
conversation he was about to have a lot easier.

“I thought you were going to save that dough-
nut for this afternoon,” Seth joked as he walked
back in his office and saw her putting the last
piece in her mouth.
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“Actually,” she responded as she took a sec-
ond doughnut from the tray, “I’m going to save
this one for this afternoon!”

“Mattie, last year you had the worst atten-
dance record of anyone on our team. I asked
some of the other managers when I first got here
what I should do, and some thought I should ter-
minate you. The past two months you’ve had per-
fect attendance. Why the sudden turnaround?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “It just feels different
since you got here. You tell us what’s going on,
and you treat us different than our last boss. She
was nice, but she didn’t walk around and say
good morning. She didn’t tell us what our results
were every month. She certainly didn’t serve us
doughnuts at our desk. It wasn’t a very fun place
to come to work.”

“Are you saying it has to be fun for you to
come to work?”

“No,” Mattie responded, “I’m not saying it has
to be fun. I’m just saying it makes it a nicer place
to be. And when you feel you’re doing a good job
and no one notices, it makes you think the work
you do isn’t very meaningful. It’s just all differ-
ent now.”

“Well, let me first say I’m proud of your atten-
dance record the first two months of this year.
But let me also say this. As I mentioned in our
last meeting, I expect you to be here when you’re
scheduled. It’s not always going to be fun. There
are going to be times you won’t want to come to
work. But I expect you to be here. In fact, if you
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have perfect attendance for the next four months,
I’ll treat you and your husband to dinner at the
restaurant of your choice.”

“Any restaurant?”
“Let me take that back,” Seth smiled. “I’ll treat

you and your husband to dinner at any reason-
ably priced restaurant!”

“Fair enough.”
Carmen walked to Seth’s door and noticed

Mattie was still in the meeting. “The fifteen min-
utes you asked for with Mattie are almost up. Do
you need more time?”

“No,” Seth answered, “we’re done. She’ll be
right out.”

Seth thanked Mattie again for her efforts, and
told her he had confidence she would make it the
next four months without missing a day. As she
left, Seth realized he made progress with her by
setting the expectation and communicating a pos-
itive consequence. He hoped she would respond
so the next consequence wouldn’t be negative.

Seth realized he also made progress with Car-
men. She didn’t seem to be the same person who
charged into the conference room and ordered his
employees back to work just two months earlier.

THE RESULTS ARE IN

The first thing Seth did that morning as he settled
into his office around 8:00 was check e-mail. The
first message he got was from Hannah. It read, “All
managers in the conference room at 9:00.” They
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had just had their monthly management meeting,
so Seth was curious why they needed to meet again.

It had been a couple weeks since Seth caused
the stir with the doughnuts, but he was still get-
ting harassed by his fellow managers in the con-
ference room while they waited for Hannah. At
9:00 sharp, she arrived.

“Thanks for meeting on such short notice. As
you all know, the company conducted an Em-
ployee Engagement Survey at the end of January.
They got the feedback a few weeks ago, and just
sent it out this morning.”

“Do we still have jobs?” Jill joked as she
looked at the other managers.

“Everyone but you,” Hannah responded, “but
I commit to you we’ll do everything we can to help
you find a new job.”

Jill was stunned. The room fell silent.
“I’m just kidding!” Hannah laughed. “We actu-

ally did better than I thought we’d do.”
“That wasn’t even remotely funny,” Jill shot

back at Hannah with a glare.
Aaron replied, “I don’t know. I got some

humor out of it.”
Jill threw her pen at Aaron, and Hannah

began passing out the survey results.
“As you’ll see,” Hannah started, “there

aren’t any real surprises. As I said, we did
pretty well in a few areas. We should be proud
of that, and should work to ensure we con-
tinue doing those things well. If we’re going to
improve employee engagement and have it
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reflected on the December survey, we need to
focus our efforts on improving those areas.”

“What stood out?” Seth asked.
“A few things. First, employees don’t feel they

know what’s going on. That is all about Direc-
tional Leadership and the issues we talked about
at our first quarter meeting. I assume you are all
making progress on the four lessons we dis-
cussed, and I’m looking forward to hearing what
you’ve done when we gather for our second quar-
ter meeting in a couple weeks.”

“What else?” Jill asked.
“Recognition. Like all employees, they feel

they work way too much and never get recognized
for their efforts. We’ll be talking about some of
those solutions in Motivational Leadership in a
couple weeks, and as long as we implement those
ideas, we’ll fix that area as well.”

“What else?” Jill asked.
“Man, you’re impatient!” Aaron remarked.
“The last big theme was the quality of the

team,” Hannah answered.
“What does that mean?” Carmen scowled.
“It’s pretty common,” Hannah replied. “The

survey shows that employees think they are
pulling their weight, but that the people around
them are not.”

“So what do we do?” Carmen asked, “Do we
let them do all the hiring and firing now?”

“No, Carmen,” Hannah replied calmly. “It just
means we need to take a look at our team and
make sure we have the right people in place to re-
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alize our vision. In fact, we’ll be talking about
those issues in Organizational Leadership in our
third quarter meeting.”

“Where do we go from here?” Aaron asked.
“The first thing you need to do is schedule a

meeting to share the results of the survey with
your teams,” Hannah answered. “Thank them for
their input, and let them know you’ll be working
on the areas of concern.”

“Any questions?” The room was silent as ev-
eryone read through the results.

“I’ve got a full day,” Hannah said, “so I’m going
back to my office. I should be here all day, so if
anyone needs me, you know where to find me.”

After Hannah left the conference room, Jill
and Carmen followed her out. As Seth stood up
to leave, Aaron motioned for him to sit back
down. He walked over and closed the door,
turned back to Seth and said, “I have an idea.”

GREAT MINDS COME TOGETHER

“There is no way in the world I’m scheduling 50
people off at the same time,” Carmen fumed as
she glared at Aaron and Seth. “Customer hold
time would go through the roof.”

“Come on, Carmen,” Aaron said. “It’s just one
hour. All we have to do is have the overflow calls
routed to the Austin office for that one hour. It’s
as simple as that.”

As Aaron was pleading his case, Hannah
walked in.
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“Did I not get my invitation to the meeting?”
she laughed.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Aaron said. “Can you
please talk some sense into Carmen?”

“What’s the problem?” Hannah asked.
Seth jumped in. “Aaron and I want to have a

joint team meeting to share the results of the
survey. We anticipate it will take a half hour.
Since one of the issues is that our employees
don’t feel they know what’s going on, we want to
spend the next half hour talking about the vision
of the organization and how they contribute to it.
Ultimately, we’d be making the strategic plan
available to everyone. It would be like a Town
Hall Meeting.”

“I think it’s a great idea,” Hannah responded. She
turned to Carmen and asked, “What’s the problem?”

“As I just explained to Aaron and Seth, our cus-
tomer hold time would go through the roof.”

“Our customer hold time wouldn’t have to go
through the roof,” Hannah responded. “It will take
some creativity with scheduling, and may require
us to route the overflow calls to the Austin office
for that one hour, but we can do it.”

Aaron and Seth looked at Carmen with a look
that said, “I told you so!”

Hannah continued. “It’s been done before.
Heck, we’ve closed the entire office for a Christ-
mas party. We can certainly do it for this.”

As difficult as she could be sometimes, even
Carmen was smart enough to pick her battles.
This was not one worth fighting.
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THE SECOND QUARTER MEETING

Seth had been looking forward to this meeting
since January. He knew Hannah was going to in-
troduce the four lessons related to Motivational
Leadership, and he was anxious to hear what she
had to say. If there was anything Seth did well, it
was inspire his employees.

Everyone was seated at 8:00 ready to go when
Hannah walked in.

“Let’s get started,” she said. “I promised you
these meetings would be over by noon, and I’m
hoping you have a lot to share before we start
discussing Motivational Leadership. Who would
like to start?”

Before Seth had the opportunity to speak up,
Aaron jumped right in.

“I have something to share regarding prepar-
ing the organization for change. After our last
meeting, I thought about how everyone hates to
change. Although we may not like change, we
all like to improve. And since the only reason
the corporate office changed the strategic plan
was to improve, I presented the changes as im-
provements. It may be small, but I figured I’d
give it a shot.”

Carmen rolled her eyes. She seemed to always
roll her eyes if it wasn’t something she thought of
first.

Hannah responded, “I like it. It’s small, but
simple. Who else has an example of something
they tried?”
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After a long pause, Seth figured no one else
was going to offer an example, so he decided to
share his experience.

“My example has to do with recruiting support
from the top 26 percent. I started by identifying
my top 26 percent. I wanted to make them feel
special, so I called them in for a meeting. I told
them about the procedure change for Representa-
tive Occupancy, and asked for their input. After I
dealt with their issues, I got their commitment.”

“I like it,” Hannah replied. “Did it make a dif-
ference?”

Hannah knew it made a difference because
Seth had shared his experience in her office after
it happened. He figured she wanted him to share
it with everyone else.

“Yes, it made a difference,” Seth answered
with a smile. “When I had my meeting with the
entire team, my top 26 percent stood up and de-
fended the change to the rest of the team. The
whole experience was good.”

“I certainly can’t say the same,” Jill said. “My
team fought the change. In fact, they weren’t on
board when we left the meeting, but I reminded
them they didn’t have a choice.”

“Did you recruit support from your top 26
percent?” Hannah asked.

“No, I didn’t. You can rest assured I’ll do it
next time.”

“Who else used lessons from Directional
Leadership?”

No one offered a story, and Hannah didn’t
want to push.
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“Some of you may think of a story as we go
along, so feel free to share it,” Hannah continued.
“In the meantime, I want to make sure we have
plenty of time to review Motivational Leadership,
so let’s move on.”

Hannah had placed the two flipcharts at the
front of the room prior to the meeting. One had her
drawing of the puzzle pieces, and the other had the
first four lessons of Engaged Leadership. In the sec-
ond puzzle piece, she wrote the word Motivational:

“We’ve been spending time throughout the first
quarter exploring ways to build consensus toward
the vision of the organization as Directional leaders.
We can have the greatest vision for our company
and communicate it better than anyone, but if we
don’t inspire people to want to pursue it, it won’t
matter. We have a responsibility to build a culture
that motivates our employees to pursue the vision.”

Hannah approached the flipchart with the first
four lessons and added the fifth when she wrote:
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5. Lead with
positive motivation.

She sat back down. “This may sound simple, but
it’s not. From the time we were children, we’ve been
led with negative motivation. As a little girl, my
mother would tell me if I didn’t do my homework, I
couldn’t go outside. She’d tell me if I didn’t do the
dishes, I couldn’t talk on the phone. She would tell
me if I missed my curfew, I’d be grounded.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Carmen asked dryly.
“That’s the way I was raised, and it’s the way I’m
raising my kids. Does that make me a bad parent?”

“No, it doesn’t make you a bad parent. It’s just
that when we lead that way, we’re giving someone
something to run from.”

“If it works, then what’s the problem?” Carmen
asked as she looked around the room for support.

Hannah sat in silence for a moment. Seth
couldn’t tell if she was annoyed by Carmen’s
questions and was trying to maintain composure,
or if she was thinking of a response.
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“What I’m trying to say is that we should 
be giving our employees something to run to-
ward,” Hannah continued. “And it’s not hard to
do. For example, instead of my mother telling me
I couldn’t go outside if I didn’t get my homework
done, she could have turned it around and told
me I could go outside if I did my homework. In-
stead of telling me I couldn’t talk on the phone if
I didn’t do the dishes, she could have told me I
could talk on the phone if I did the dishes.”

Aaron spoke up. “It almost sounds too simple,
but it makes sense. It’s like what Seth did with
Mattie. He could have told her he would write her
up the next time she was absent. Instead, he told
her he’d treat her and her husband to dinner if
she had four more months of perfect attendance.”

“Exactly!”
Carmen didn’t say a word.
Jill asked, “What’s next?”
Hannah walked back to the flipchart and wrote:

6. Celebrate small
successes.
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“This one doesn’t need much explanation at all,”
she said. “We simply don’t celebrate enough.”

“I’m going to have to disagree with you on that
one,” Carmen said. “We have quite a few celebra-
tions around here.”

Seth nearly fell out of his chair. Aaron looked
at him with complete disbelief, and they both
broke out laughing.

“You have got to be kidding me, Carmen,”
Aaron continued laughing. “When is the last time
you’ve celebrated a small success with your
team? Heck, when’s the last time you celebrated
a big success with your team?”

“We celebrate birthdays in the breakroom
every month, and seem to celebrate just about
every holiday. We are always spending money to
celebrate something.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Hannah
responded. “I’m talking about celebrating an ac-
complishment, not a date on the calendar.”

“I assume you’re talking about something like
what Seth did with the doughnut fiasco,” Jill
replied.

“Why was that a fiasco?” Seth asked.
“Because she didn’t think of it first,” Aaron re-

plied, “and because it will require her to do the
same.”

“Who cares if Seth raised the bar on celebra-
tion?” Hannah asked. “Our employees told us in
the Employee Engagement Survey that they don’t
get enough recognition. In one simple act of cele-
brating a small success, Seth got huge kudos
from his team. They are still talking about it, and
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it happened weeks ago. That little ‘fiasco’ will pay
dividends for some time.”

The room was silent for a moment before
Hannah continued.

“I’m not sure if Seth raised the bar or established
the bar, but I encourage each of you to follow his lead
and find ways to celebrate your small successes.”

“Any questions?” After a moment of silence,
Hannah said, “Good. Let’s take a half hour break.
Go check your e-mail and voice mail, or do what-
ever it is you do when you take a break, just be
back in 30 minutes. If you’re not, you get to teach
the next points. How about that for expectations
and consequences!”

BACK FROM THE BREAK

As everyone filed back in the room five minutes
early, Hannah was in her seat. As Seth sat down,
he noticed Hannah had already written the next
lesson on the flipchart. It read:

7. Encourage life
balance for all
employees.
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She looked around the room and said, “Life
seems to be moving at a faster pace than ever be-
fore. We have so many things happening, and
we’re expecting more from our employees than
ever before.”

Jill interrupted. “I think that goes for every-
one around this table, too. If I don’t work at least
10 hours a day, I can’t keep up.”

“I agree,” Aaron said. “If I leave early to 
go watch one of my daughter’s games, I have 
to take work home and do it after I put the kids
to bed.”

“I understand,” Hannah said. “We are all in
the same boat. But you made an interesting
point. As a manager, you have the luxury of being
able to leave early and take work home with you.
Our employees don’t have that luxury.”

“So what are we going to do now?” Carmen re-
sponded. “Are we going to start letting everyone
come in late and leave early? This place would be
a zoo.”

“No, Carmen. I’m not suggesting our employ-
ees can have the same flexibility we enjoy as
managers. We have a responsibility to have a cer-
tain number of reps on the phones at the times
the company requires in order to provide ade-
quate coverage for our customers.”

“Then we don’t have the ability to offer the
same flexibility we enjoy as managers,” Jill said.
“That’s fine with me. If they want it, they can get
promoted and put in 10-hour or 12-hour days
like we do.”
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“So we shouldn’t offer them any flexibility to
encourage life balance since they’re not in a man-
agement position?” Hannah asked.

“I don’t think that’s what she said,” Carmen
blurted out. “They’ve chosen to be in a job that
requires them to work a certain shift. They knew
that when they accepted the job.”

“So people who work in a job that requires
them to work a certain shift shouldn’t expect any
flexibility that might help balance their life?”
Hannah asked.

“I have to jump in here,” Seth interrupted. “I
don’t think we have to allow our employees to
come and go as they please to be flexible. I think
we just have to be willing to work with them
when they need it.”

“Exactly,” Hannah said. “And it may require a
shift in thinking for some of you. If you have an
employee who wants to come in a little later, for
whatever reason, and they’ve cleared it with you
so we can cover their shifts, we should be willing
to do it.”

“No one ever did that for me,” Jill frowned.
“And that’s what I meant when I said it may

require a shift in thinking for some of you,” Han-
nah said. “Don’t make decisions on flexibility
based on what someone did with you. Make deci-
sions on flexibility based on what you would have
liked someone to do with you.”

“Any questions?” After a moment of silence,
Hannah walked back to the flipchart and
wrote:
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She sat back down and said, “This is the last les-
son for today, and it’s about our ability to create
a fair work environment.”

“There are laws that protect employees,” Car-
men sighed, “and we follow them all.”

“I’m aware of the laws in place to protect our
employees, and I fully expect us to follow each
and every one of them. But I’m not talking about
it from a legal sense. I’m talking about it from a
leadership sense.”

“What’s the difference?” Jill asked.
“There are plenty of things we can do to be fair

to employees that aren’t required by law, and
these are the things that engage the disengaged
employee. Our employees are constantly compar-
ing themselves to others. They compare how
much money they make. They compare the re-
wards they get. They compare everything.”

8. Create a fair
work environment.
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“As long as we treat everyone equally,” Car-
men replied, “then we should be just fine.”

“I’m not talking about equal treatment,” Han-
nah responded. “I’m talking about fair treatment.
If our goal is employee engagement, then we
must make employees feel they work in a fair en-
vironment. We simply can’t expect an employee
to feel engaged in the workforce when they feel
they haven’t been treated fairly.”

“Fair treatment is pretty broad. Any sugges-
tions?” Seth asked.

“There’s one thing in particular I think you
should do. Be consistent in the consequences
you give. Your employees may look for fairness in
pay and rewards, but they also want to know
we’re consistent and fair in enforcing the rules.”

Carmen looked up and said, “It’s noon.”
“Yes, it is,” Hannah said. “You’ve got the entire

quarter to set this office on fire with Motivational
Leadership. Go out there and make something
big happen!”

THE POWER OF POSITIVE
MOTIVATION

Seth made a point to get out of his office to visit
with employees every day. Carmen warned him
that he had set a precedent by serving his team
breakfast at their desks, and that his employees
would now expect him to spend money recogniz-
ing them. Seth discovered she was half right. It
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wasn’t about the money he spent. It was about
the attention.

He asked Jill one day why she didn’t spend
time in the call center with her employees. She
explained she simply didn’t have the time to
“wander around” during the day, but then nei-
ther did Seth. He didn’t have the time. He made
the time.

A couple weeks after the second quarter
meeting, Seth was out making his morning
rounds. He had just reviewed the March reports,
and was somewhat disappointed. He held onto
third place in attendance, and improved from
fourth to third in a key quality measurement. A
month ago he would have been thrilled with that
progress, but Seth’s competitiveness left him
wanting more.

If Seth was raising the bar for his fellow
managers, Aaron was proving he had no trouble
getting over it. He was creating his own ways
of recognizing his team, and had taken on
Seth’s habit of walking around visiting with em-
ployees every morning. He noticed Aaron didn’t
make it out that morning, and saw him sitting
in his cubicle.

“Not up for your morning jog?” Seth laughed
as he walked into Aaron’s cubicle.

“Not today,” Aaron said without looking up. “I
have four reports due to Hannah by noon. But
first, I’ve got to cover a performance review with
an employee who will complete six months with
the company next week.”
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Seth hadn’t done a performance review at this
point, so he thought it would be as good a time as
any to learn. “Do you mind if I sit through the re-
view so I can see how they’re done?”

“I don’t mind at all. In fact, I’m on my way to
get the employee right now. It’s Janie Davis.
You’ve met her before. You can sit in that chair in
the corner and observe.”

When Aaron walked back into the office with
Janie, Seth noticed a concerned look on her face.
Aaron explained to her that Seth was observing
the review so he could learn how to do them with
his own employees. From the moment she sat
down, Janie was staring directly at the floor, with
her shoulders rolled forward and her head hung
down.

Aaron began. “Janie, as you know, I am re-
quired to do a review with you now that you’ve
been with us six months. You’ve been doing
pretty well, but I need you to focus on a couple
things. You always forget to tell the customer
you’re putting them on hold. Also, you never
thank people for using Halifax. I need you to
work on those two things for me.”

“Yes, sir.”
“Now,” Aaron continued, “I’ll be watching for

these things in your monthly observations. If I
don’t see an improvement, I’ll have no choice but
to write you up and put it in your file. I have faith
in you that you’ll get the hang of it. Do you have
any questions?”

“No, sir.”
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“Okay, then. If you’ll sign at the bottom of this
performance review, you can head back to work.”

Janie signed the form and left his office. Her
shoulders were rolled forward and her head was
hanging down. Aaron turned to Seth with a look
of relief that he’d completed the review.

“I hope that helped,” Aaron commented.
“Now, I’ve got to get these reports done for Han-
nah. Let’s grab some lunch today.”

“I can do lunch today. But before I leave, let’s
talk about the review. I don’t want to be critical
because I’ve never done one before . . .”

Aaron interrupted. “You’re not going to tell me
how I should have done the review, are you?”

“Absolutely not. I just noticed that she came in
here looking dejected before you even said a word.”

“They all come in here that way,” Aaron said.
“They’re coming to see the boss.”

“I just don’t think coming to see the boss
should be a bad thing. And it’s one thing for them
to come in here expecting something bad to hap-
pen, but I don’t think they should leave here with
the same dejected look on their face.”

Seth had spent a lot of time getting to know
Aaron, and he hoped their relationship was
strong enough for this conversation. He believed
the relationship was built on a foundation of
trust. If it wasn’t, Seth knew he may have just
crossed a line.

After an uncomfortable pause, Aaron broke
the silence. “If one of the other managers had just
said that to me,” Aaron smiled, “I would have
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thrown her out of my office, but I trust your opin-
ion. What would you have done differently?”

Seth was relieved he hadn’t offended Aaron.
“First of all, like most employees, Janie came in
here thinking she was going to hear what she was
doing wrong, and she was listening for it. I thought
you started out great telling her she was doing
pretty well, but you jumped straight from that quick
comment to telling her what she was doing wrong.”

“But I needed to tell her what she was doing
wrong.”

“True. But she may have been more open to
those ideas if you spent some time providing
specifics of what you thought she was doing well.
Maybe I’m wrong, but if it were me and I had an
employee like Janie, I would spend 80 percent of
my time in the review telling her what she was
doing well, and 20 percent of my time telling her
what she could do to improve.”

“Anything else?” Aaron asked.
“I would have focused on some aspect of posi-

tive motivation. You had an employee you thought
was doing a pretty good job, but you told her if she
didn’t improve, you would write her up and put it
in her file. She’s not running toward something,
like Hannah talked about in positive motivation.
She’s running away from getting written up.”

“You learned all that from Hannah’s lesson?”
Aaron laughed.

“No. I learned it by putting myself in the shoes
of the employee. Every boss I’ve ever had threat-
ened me with negative motivation. When Hannah
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mentioned leading with positive motivation, it
just made sense.”

Aaron and Seth spent some more time talking
through the review, and Aaron agreed to bring
Janie back in to share more of the things she was
doing well. When Seth got back to his office, he
realized two peers can teach each other when a
foundation of trust is in place.

WINNER BY A NOSE

If there was anything Halifax did exceptionally
well, it was train its employees. Seth enjoyed the
opportunity to learn from Hannah, and consid-
ered the chance to attend formal training ses-
sions a bonus.

Halifax University was created over a decade
ago as a central training location, and all employ-
ees were encouraged to take advantage of it. Not
only did the company encourage it, but Hannah
pushed all her managers to register for training.
A week earlier Hannah had gotten a call from the
training center informing her of a last minute
cancellation for a presentations training work-
shop, and she offered Seth the opportunity to go.
He jumped at the chance.

Seth was picking up his luggage in the baggage
claim area that evening when his cell phone rang.
He had just gotten back from the training session
and was looking forward to going to his apartment
to relax. But when Hannah called to meet at La
Cantina, he figured relaxation would have to wait.
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He didn’t realize Aaron would be there.
When he walked in, Aaron and Hannah
watched him walk toward the table with smiles
on their faces.

“What’s all the smiling about?”
“April results came out while you were gone,”

Aaron replied.
“I got a call from Jill telling me one of my em-

ployees dropped the ball getting my team’s re-
sults to her, so I thought there might be a delay. I
asked Miles to take care of it for me while I was in
training, and apparently he let me down. So
much for empowerment.”

“I took care of it for you,” Aaron said.
“Then why didn’t someone call me with the

results?”
“We didn’t call you because we wanted to see

you face-to-face when you heard the news,” Han-
nah replied.

“What news?”
“Your team is no longer in third place in atten-

dance and quality,” Aaron said. “They’re in first.”
Seth stared at Aaron as though it didn’t regis-

ter. He then turned and stared at Hannah. Nei-
ther said a word. They just sat and smiled.

Seth broke the silence. “Are you serious, or is
this some sort of mean joke?”

“It’s the real deal, my friend,” Aaron said. “I’ve
been in first place nearly every month since the
office opened, and you just knocked me off the
mountain. It was a photo-finish, but you won fair
and square.”
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Seth was ecstatic. He hugged Hannah. He
hugged Aaron. He even hugged the waitress
when she brought their margaritas.

“It’s not champagne, but it’ll have to do,” Han-
nah said as they raised their glasses. “To proof
that a culture of employee engagement can truly
make a difference.”

Seth’s team was measured in areas other
than attendance and quality, but these were
significant. He committed to Hannah that he
would take his team from last place to first
place in every area they measured within one
year. He had gotten them to first place in two
key measurement areas. In the back of his
mind, he hoped to do it in six months. To every-
one’s shock, he did it in four. He enjoyed the
moment while it lasted. He would soon find out
that getting to the top was one thing. Staying on
top was another.

A LESSON ON EMPOWERMENT

Seth couldn’t wait to get back to the office the
next day to share the good news with his team.
As he opened the door to the call center, he
looked across the office to his cubicle. He could
see the handmade banner in his cubicle. “Con-
gratulations!” it read. As he walked through the
office, several employees were giving him the
thumbs-up sign. He looked toward Carmen’s of-
fice and saw her standing in the doorway with
her arms crossed. Mad again.
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As he walked into his office, he could read the
rest of the banner. Across the bottom were the
words “From the #1 team in the office!” Each of
his team members had signed the banner. Appar-
ently someone else in the office couldn’t wait to
share the good news.

“It’s pretty rewarding when the people who
did the work recognize their boss, isn’t it?”
Hannah asked as she walked into Seth’s office.

“I’m at a loss for words.”
“It shows they appreciate your leadership,”

Hannah replied.
Seth sat quietly for a moment. “I know I should

be wrapped up in the excitement of my team’s re-
sults, but I can’t get past the fact one of my em-
ployees dropped the ball on getting the reports to
Jill. I’ve got to figure out how to deal with that.”

Hannah walked over and sat down. “At our
next quarterly meeting, I’ll be addressing empow-
erment. In the meantime, just know it’s all about
culture, and it takes time.”

“It just seems too simple to take time for em-
powerment to work. I mean, we want empowered
employees, and I’m sure most employees want to
feel empowered. If that’s the case, how can an
employee like Miles drop the ball?”

“There are several reasons,” Hannah explained.
“First, real empowerment requires the most enor-
mous shift in thinking of any management practice
in the workplace today. Most people lead others
the way they were led, and it takes a pioneer to em-
brace the level of change needed to practice real
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empowerment. It requires that we give up the as-
sumptions, behaviors, and processes that support
the old system.”

“So it really is about more than just giving
people tasks to do.”

“Absolutely,” Hannah continued. “Real em-
powerment is based more on culture than tasks.
In fact, it’s based solely on a culture of trust.
Since most people are practical and want a list of
things to do after they’ve been through training
or complete a book, many never get to the point
where they are truly building a culture.”

“So you’re saying the only way an employee
will take on responsibility is if he trusts the per-
son who’s asked him to do it?”

“No, that’s not it,” Hannah continued. “What
I’m saying is that real empowerment has a
chance of surviving when trust is in place. If I ask
you to do something and I haven’t built a culture
of trust, then you may be afraid I’ll punish you if
you do it wrong, or embarrass you if you make
a mistake.”

“Carmen mentioned to me once that she
doesn’t delegate work to her employees because
she knows they’ll let her down.”

Hannah lowered her voice. “Carmen doesn’t
delegate work to her employees because real em-
powerment requires the person to give up a signif-
icant amount of power. In the absence of a culture
of employee engagement, the only tool many lead-
ers have is position power. If Carmen hasn’t built
a culture where employees want to do the work,
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how can she get the work done if she gives away
the very power that forces someone to do it?”

Seth sat for a moment to let the lesson sink in.
“I know Miles let you down when he dropped

the ball,” Hannah said as she leaned forward in
her chair. “But remember that it probably has
more to do with us than him. He probably has
considerable respect for you, so let him know
your concerns. He will probably work hard not to
let you down in the future. But most importantly,
just keep working on developing a culture of em-
ployee engagement. When you’ve achieved that,
empowerment will have a chance to work.”

Although some of Seth’s success came from
what he did right to build the right culture, much
of it came from what he didn’t do wrong to tear it
down. Hannah had a way of showing up at just
the right time to teach a lesson that kept him
from committing some culture-killing acts. This
was one of those occasions.

BELLS WILL BE RINGING

Seth and Jill had been meeting most of the
morning. Although Carmen was the manager
in charge of employee schedules, Jill was
her backup. Hannah had asked Jill to ensure
someone else in the office could do it in case
they both were out of the office. Seth agreed to
be the one.

Every 20 minutes or so, they would hear a bell
ring in the office. The first two or three times they
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didn’t think much of it, but when they noticed
the call center reps were standing up to see what
it was, they figured it was time to investigate.

They looked to see where everyone was star-
ing, and it appeared to be Aaron’s office, so they
walked that way. Just before they got to his door-
way, they heard the bell again. They looked in-
side and saw Aaron meeting with one of his
employees. They were both laughing.

Not wanting to interrupt, Seth and Jill went
back to her office. They figured Aaron would ex-
plain the bell ringing later.

After about an hour, Aaron walked into Jill’s
office. “It’s working,” he said with a smile.

“What’s working?” Seth asked.
“The bell,” Aaron replied. “I needed a way to

celebrate the small successes of my team, and I
chose a bell. Every time one of my team members
does something to reach a goal they’ve set for
themselves, they get to ring the bell. Not only is it
a way to recognize them, but it raises the curios-
ity level of everyone else in the office.”

“Yes, it does,” Carmen said as she walked into
Jill’s office. “And in the process, it distracts our
employees. I don’t know what the bell ringing is
about, but it’s got to stop.”

“Carmen,” Aaron replied, “you have a way of
throwing a wet blanket on every idea someone
else comes up with. Let’s walk back to my office,
and I’ll explain to you what all the bell ringing is
about, and why it’s not going to stop.”

As he was leaving Jill’s office, Aaron turned
around to Seth and said, “Oh, and by the way,
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the bell does one other thing. It raises the bar on
my good friend Seth. You see, as I was walking
down here, two of your employees stopped me to
ask why you don’t ring a bell when they do some-
thing great.”

“Outstanding,” Seth laughed. “I love a
little competition, and I’m up to the challenge.
Game on!”

A LESSON IN LIFE BALANCE

Seth was from Texas, so he expected hot weather
during the summer. He was hoping the unbearable
heat would hold off until July or August, but June
was bringing record temperatures. It seemed the
heat put people in a bad mood. Particularly Carmen.

There weren’t many mornings Seth wasn’t
one of the first managers to the office. He had
gotten more involved with his church and just re-
turned from a weekend retreat. It had been a
particularly long weekend, and he’d been work-
ing some really long hours the week before, so he
decided to stay in bed a little longer than usual
that Monday morning. According to the May re-
ports, his team held their positions in every cate-
gory, so he felt things were moving along well.

When he got to the call center that morning,
he noticed someone sitting at his desk. As he
got closer to his cubicle, he realized it was Car-
men. She was shuffling through the paperwork
on his desk.

“Have you lost something?” Seth asked with a
little contempt in his voice.
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“It’s nice of you to finally show up to work. I’ve
been dealing with a problem all morning, and I
got tired of waiting for you to get here.”

Carmen continued to rifle through his desk as
Seth stood in his doorway. “I have an idea,” he
said as he put down his briefcase. “Step away
from my desk, and I’ll be happy to find whatever
it is you’re looking for.”

“I’m trying to find a vacation request one of your
employees says you approved. It’s Deanna Curtis. I
have her scheduled to work tomorrow, and she
came in claiming you signed off on her taking the
day off. I told her that couldn’t be the case because
she hasn’t been here long enough to accrue any va-
cation days. She said you authorized it.”

“First of all, get up.” Seth stood behind his
chair until Carmen got up and stood next to his
desk. He sat down and motioned for Carmen to
sit in the guest chair she was leaning against.

“I appreciate you trying to take care of this
issue,” Seth started. “It could have waited until I got
into the office, but since you’re here, let’s work
through it. First of all, Deanna will celebrate her six-
month anniversary with the company on Friday.”

“I know. I checked her employment date. But
the policy clearly states she’s not entitled to vaca-
tion days until she’s been here six months. That
means she can’t take days off until next week.”

Seth stared at Carmen for a few seconds be-
fore he responded. “Do you have a gentle bone in
your body? This office is not going to collapse be-
cause we allow Deanna to take a vacation day
three days early.”
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“It’s our job to enforce the policies of this
company.”

“The policies of this company are in place to
ensure we have a structure by which to operate,”
Seth argued. “I would maintain it’s not our job to
enforce the policies. It’s our job to use the policies
to help guide our decisions when running this
company. And that’s exactly what I did, and ex-
actly what I will do in the future.”

“I’ll take this up with Hannah.”
“I think that would be a splendid idea,” Seth

smiled. “And while you’re at it, explain to 
her that my employee’s mother is going in for
day surgery on Friday, and that she requested
the day off to be with her family. Maybe 
you can explain to her that the employee
agreed to come in early and leave late for 
the next week to make up the time since she
knew she wasn’t entitled to a vacation day yet,
but that I told her I would make an exception,
and that . . .”

Before Seth could finish his comment, Car-
men got up and walked out of his office. For 
a moment he questioned his decision, and won-
dered if he’d done something wrong. Then 
he thought back to Hannah’s lesson about 
encouraging life balance. He knew if he wanted
his employees to be motivated enough to pur-
sue the company’s vision, he had to continue 
to work on the culture. And part of the culture
for Seth would be a willingness to work with
employees. He was willing to fight that battle
any day.
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THE THIRD QUARTER MEETING

Seth was amazed the third quarter meeting was
here. He wasn’t sure if the time was going by fast
because there was so much work to do, or if he
was just enjoying the job.

Throughout the second quarter, Seth had
seen several ideas implemented to celebrate the
small successes in the office, and he was looking
forward to hearing what everyone had to say. He
initially planned to tell everyone about his ideas,
but he was pretty certain they knew exactly what
he’d been doing.

Everyone but Aaron was sitting in the confer-
ence room when Hannah walked in. The clock read
7:55. Hannah just smiled. “I almost stopped to
wash my car earlier this week, but I just knew one
of you would be late today. It just may be Aaron.”

Aaron ruined her fun. “I’m here. I’m here,” he
shouted as he rushed into the room.

“You almost didn’t make it,” Seth laughed.
“I had to pick up the cake for the Fourth of

July party at lunch, and it wasn’t ready,” he said
as he tried to catch his breath. “But I made it.”

After Aaron got seated and Hannah got situ-
ated at the head of the conference table, she
slowly looked around the table at each manager.
She paused as she looked into the eyes of each
manager and smiled.

“This past quarter was very rewarding for
me,” Hannah said. “I anticipated it would take a
full year to start seeing a change in the culture,

swin_c00.qxd  5/22/07  1:53 PM  Page 116



The Fable 117

but it’s already starting to happen. I know it
hasn’t been easy, and I know you’re working
more hours than you were before I got here. I
hope you see the hours you’re spending now de-
veloping the culture as an investment in the fu-
ture of your team.”

For the first time, Hannah saw all four heads
around the table nodding in agreement. Even
Carmen was coming around. Or at least she was
pretending.

“Now then,” Hannah continued, “I don’t need
to hear about the things you did to celebrate your
small successes because I’ve been made aware of
them by your teams. However, who would like to
share something you did with one of the other
lessons we learned last quarter?”

Seth always had a story to tell and was eager
to share his experiences with the rest of the
team. He was starting to learn that sometimes it’s
better to let someone else have the stage, and he
sat back and waited.

Aaron chimed in first. “Let’s talk about this
positive motivation thing,” he said. “I let Seth sit
in while I did a six-month performance review on
an employee back in April. I reviewed the em-
ployee’s performance just like I’ve always done.”

“And I appreciate you letting me sit in,” Seth
interrupted.

“No problem. But here’s the deal, and this is
hard for me to say. Seth sat with me so he could
learn how to do a review, and I think I was the
one that learned the most.”
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Everyone sat quietly as they waited for Aaron
to continue.

“For years I have been doing these perfor-
mance reviews, and I always did them the way
my boss did them when I was a rep. I used to
hate getting reviewed because I always knew I’d
get beaten up, regardless of how well I did. My
boss would always find something wrong and
point it out. I realized I followed in the footsteps
of my old boss.”

“Do you mean you always looked for the
things they were doing wrong?” Jill asked.

“Yes. I actively looked for something they
were doing wrong. I thought that’s what I was
supposed to do, and it’s what I did with this em-
ployee. Ultimately, I got it turned around after
Seth brought up some valid points, but it was
an eye-opening experience concerning positive
motivation.”

“Is Seth your own little personal coach now?”
Carmen commented.

“No, Carmen. But I also learned in that expe-
rience that we all have something to learn from
each other if we’ll put down our guards long
enough to realize it.”

“Great lesson,” Hannah said. “Who else has
something to share?”

Hannah didn’t expect her managers to be
anxious to share stories at this point. She knew
that while they were building a culture with their
teams, she was building a culture with them. No
one knew better than Hannah that building a
culture takes time.
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“Let’s move on to the final aspect of Engaged
Leadership. Our meeting will be shorter than
normal. I have an obligation at 10:30, so we won’t
be taking a break this morning, and we may
move rather quickly through some of the infor-
mation. If you have questions after the meeting,
I’ll be happy to make myself available.”

Hannah had once again set up the flipcharts
at the front of the room prior to the meeting. On
one she had her drawing of the puzzle pieces, and
on the other she had the first eight lessons of En-
gaged Leadership. She approached the drawing
of the puzzle pieces. In the third puzzle piece she
wrote the word Organizational:

“We started the first quarter discussing our respon-
sibilities as Directional leaders. We learned the four
lessons that will help us build a consensus for the
vision. We then discussed our responsibilities as
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Motivational leaders. We learned the four lessons
that will help us inspire the team to pursue the
vision. And now we’ll discuss our responsibilities
as Organizational leaders, and learn the four les-
sons that will help us develop the team to realize
the vision.”

She turned to the flipchart with the first eight
lessons and added the ninth when she wrote:

9. Identify and
position the
appropriate talent.

She sat back down. “When we look at the three
aspects of leadership in the model, we can
all identify one area that we are better at than
others.”

Seth jumped in. “I’m definitely better at Moti-
vational Leadership than Directional Leadership.
I’m pretty good at building consensus, but I’m
definitely more comfortable inspiring my team.”

Aaron chimed in. “I’m just the opposite. I enjoy
inspiring my team, but I’m definitely better at
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building consensus for the vision. Even more
than that, I’m always thinking about the future,
and trying to come up with new ways of doing
things.”

“Can you imagine if we had an entire team
of visionaries?” Hannah asked. “Everyone
would want to plan the future and build con-
sensus toward the vision, but no one would
have the ability to inspire the team. Or how
about if we had an entire team of managers like
Seth who were really great at inspiring the
team, but weren’t sure how to develop the team
as a whole? We have a responsibility to focus on
individuals, but we also have a responsibility to
develop the team so the organization is bigger
than certain employees.”

Jill asked, “What’s next?”
Hannah walked back to the flipchart and

wrote:

10. Build a bridge
between the
generations.
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“I suppose you mean we need to adjust to
these spoiled little brats,” Carmen said in her
most sarcastic tone.

“I think it means we need to adjust to old peo-
ple like you,” Aaron laughed.

“I’m not that old. I just turned 54.”
Seth laughed silently and slowly covered his

mouth. “My mother isn’t that old.”
Everyone laughed. “Careful, Seth,” Hannah

replied. “I turn 51 later this year.”
“How old are you, Seth?” Jill asked.
“I turn 24 in a couple months.”
“I have socks older than you,” Carmen

frowned.
“You should probably think about getting

some new socks,” Aaron laughed.
Aaron and Jill were in the middle. They were

both 35, and had been hired by the company as
call center reps when they were younger than Seth.

“What I mean by building a bridge between
the generations is we’re all different,” Hannah
said. “We all grew up at different times, and our
values are different. We have to be able to adjust
to that, and not allow the generational differ-
ences to get in the way.”

“That’s hard for me to do,” Carmen said.
“For instance, when I grew up, my parents started
work at 8:00, and they didn’t leave until 5:00. Pe-
riod. They didn’t show up late if they were tired,
and they certainly didn’t ask for time off early. I do
the same thing, and it’s annoying to watch Seth
wander in here whenever he wants.”
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“But he stays long past 5:00,” Aaron chimed
in. “He doesn’t have kids, so while we’re at home
taking care of kids, he’s up here working.”

“Keep in mind that the generational thing
doesn’t just apply to us,” Hannah said. “You
have several different generations on your
teams, and you need to adjust to them as well. 
I have some information on the generations 
in my office, and I’ll e-mail it to all of you. In 
the meantime, just be tolerant of each other’s
generation.”

Hannah walked back to the flipchart and
wrote:

11. Move toward
real empowerment.

She sat back down and said, “This next lesson is
about our ability to empower our employees.”

“Finally,” Carmen sighed, “something I can
agree with. We need to be giving some of this
work to our employees. Delegation is the key.”
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“It’s interesting you would say that because
empowerment is perhaps the least understood of
most management practices.”

“It’s pretty simple to me,” Carmen replied.
“Give someone a task and get out of the way!”

“That sounds great because on the surface
it seems simple. If we give people more respon-
sibility, then they’re empowered. If we give peo-
ple the power to make decisions, then they’re
empowered. It’s just not that simple. In order
for empowerment to work, we must have a 
culture in place that allows people to fail with-
out the fear of being knocked down. Quite
frankly, I don’t think that culture exists here
yet. It will if we follow each aspect of Engaged
Leadership and build a culture of employee 
engagement.”

“What do we do in the meantime?” Aaron
asked.

“I would suggest you do a couple things. Start
with giving them more information. In order for
empowerment to work, employees need informa-
tion. If I empower one of you to take on a task for
me, you’re going to gather all the information
available to get it done. Too often we’re protective
of our information and don’t share it with our
employees. Give them more information so that
when the culture is ripe for empowerment, they’ll
feel they have the information to take on more re-
sponsibility.”

“Anything else?” Seth asked.
“Yes,” she answered, “there is one last thing

you can do related to empowerment. Stop solv-
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ing all their problems. The one thing I’ve no-
ticed since I got here is we solve too many prob-
lems for our employees. We don’t challenge
them to think through their own problems. If
we don’t turn them into thinkers, they’ll never
be ready to take on more responsibility through
empowerment.”

Hannah walked back to the flipchart and
wrote:

12. Establish a
strategy to maintain
success.

“This is the last lesson for today. How many of
you can tell me who you’ve been grooming to take
your job if you get run over by a bus tomorrow?”
Hannah asked.

No one said a word. Aaron broke the silence, “I
personally look both ways before I cross the street
in hopes of never getting run over by a bus.”

Everyone laughed.
“You know what I mean. Something could

happen to any of us. People get promoted. They
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get transferred. They retire. We have a responsi-
bility to ensure life goes on around here without
us, and that all the good work we’ve been doing is
carried on. Our presence here shouldn’t be re-
quired, and it won’t be required if we establish a
strategy to maintain success. Any questions?”

“Are you referring to a succession plan?” Car-
men asked.

“That is certainly a good example of a strategy
to maintain success. You’ve each worked awfully
hard to let someone else take over who may not
continue the work you’ve done with your teams.
Any other questions?”

“What’s the fourth piece to the puzzle?” Seth
asked.

“You’ll find out at the fourth quarter meeting
in October. Any other questions?”

Seth needed more information on the last les-
son, but it was obvious Hannah was in a hurry to
end the meeting. He wasn’t about to open his
mouth and keep everyone else from getting out
early. He decided he would hold his questions
until later.

“The reason I am leaving early today is I’m ex-
pecting a call from my boss, Ross Harrison. He’s
noticed our office results have improved signifi-
cantly the past six months, and he told his boss
about us. Her name is Amanda Suttle, and she
wants to come down here to see what we’re doing.”

“We’ve never been visited by a corporate vice
president before,” Aaron said. “Are you going to
give her a presentation of what we’ve been doing?”
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“No. You will.”
Hannah had a way of bringing total silence to

the room.
“I will?” Aaron asked.
“All of you. Your teams have produced the

numbers, and you’ve led your teams. I’m not
about to take credit for your work. You made
the effort, and you’re going to have an opportu-
nity to strut your stuff in front of the big boss.
She’ll be here two weeks from Friday. I’ll give
out presentation assignments soon. In the
meantime, you know the routine. Go out and
have a great quarter. Let me know if you need
any help.”

With that, the final four lessons of Engaged
Leadership had been taught. Seth had a feeling
there wouldn’t be much effort made over the next
few weeks to implement the last four lessons. Ev-
eryone would be focused on the visit from
Amanda Suttle.

Seth was glad he took advantage of the pre-
sentations training workshop back in May.

THE BIG BOSS

Seth had no idea so much effort could go into
planning for a visit from an officer of the company.
In fact, nearly every available minute for two and
a half weeks in July was spent making prepara-
tions. Seth wondered if these executives would
ever make visits if they had any idea how much it
cost the company in preparation time alone.
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Since Seth’s team once again held its position
on the monthly reports for June, he felt he could
spend some time getting ready for the meeting.
Even though this was the first visit to this call
center by a corporate vice president, this was dif-
ferent. This one was coming to find out what they
were doing to be successful.

Since these visits didn’t happen very often,
everyone was surprised when Hannah didn’t
spend the entire day meeting with her on her
own. Everyone but Seth. He knew her commit-
ment to the development of her team, and this
was her opportunity to put managers in front of a
company executive.

Each manager was assigned a specific area of
improvement to present. Seth didn’t get nervous
very often. He certainly wasn’t nervous about his
presentation. However, he was nervous about his
task before the presentation. Hannah had asked
him to pick up her boss from the airport.

“How do you people live like this?” These were
the first words out of Amanda Suttle’s mouth as
she approached the company car sitting at the
curb outside the airport. “It has to be 150 de-
grees out here. I hope the air conditioner works
in that thing,” she laughed as she approached
the car.

“It does, ma’am,” Seth replied as he opened
her car door, “and we’re only an hour from the
office.”

After Seth closed her door and ran around to
get in the driver’s seat, Amanda turned to him
with a smile and said, “Call me ma’am again and
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you’re walking to the office. My name is Amanda.
And I am a grown woman, and can open my own
car door.”

“Sorry, Amanda. I was born and raised in
Texas, and my mother . . .”

Amanda interrupted, “I know, I know. Your
mother taught you it’s a sign of respect. I may live
in New Jersey, but I was born in Texas. I appreci-
ate the gesture.”

Amanda Suttle was nothing like Seth imag-
ined. He expected her to be uptight and formal.
She had a way of making Seth feel at ease. In
fact, for the entire ride to the call center, they
never even talked about business. They visited
like they’d been friends for years.

DOWN TO BUSINESS

Everyone knew they spent way too much time
preparing their presentations for Amanda’s visit.
In fact, Seth was concerned the teams would feel
neglected during that two-week period. He was
surprised at first to see how much support he got
from his team. After he gave it a little thought, it
made sense. This wasn’t just his presentation.
They were as much a part of it as anyone, and
they were proud of what Seth was going to pres-
ent. In a nutshell, they had become engaged.

Hannah spent the morning with Amanda.
From time to time, she would come out of her office
to get some call center reps. She’d take them in her
office and close the door. Even though they were
doing a good job building a culture of employee 
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engagement, the managers still got a little nervous
knowing one of their employees was sitting in a
closed office with their boss and her boss.

After a quick lunch, they all gathered in the
conference room. Each manager had one full
hour to make a presentation and to answer ques-
tions from Amanda. Although they may have
spent too much time preparing their presenta-
tions, it paid off by the end of the day.

“I’ve been visiting call centers this year
to see what kind of progress we’re making on

employee engagement,” Amanda said. “There are
some offices doing a nice job, but I can honestly
say I’ve been the most impressed with what I’ve
seen here. You’re not just talking about it. You’re
making it happen. Hannah shared with me the
model of Engaged Leadership, and explained you
are implementing the ideas in your day-to-day
activities. The key to your success is following a
model, and I applaud you for that.”

Amanda paused for a moment and looked
around the room to allow her words to sink in.

“Your presentations were outstanding. You
have a lot of potential in this office, and I wish you
the best of luck for the remainder of the year.”

After a full day of presentations, Amanda’s
mind was focused on business on the return trip
to the airport. Seth had the opportunity to drive
her back to the airport, and enjoyed the entire
hour hearing more of her observations.

“What do you think of Hannah?” she asked
Seth.
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“I think she’s awesome, and I don’t know how
she does it. She really spends more of her day
leading her four managers than doing manage-
ment stuff. She’s constantly teaching us some-
thing, which we then apply to our teams, if we’re
smart. If it works, which it normally does, our re-
sults improve.”

“I want to encourage you to do two things for
me,” Amanda pleaded. “One, learn as much as
you can from Hannah while you’re here. Her style
of management is the exception, not the rule.
And two, promise me you’ll take those lessons
and become the kind of leader Hannah is to you.
We need more leaders like Hannah, and you have
the chance to pass it on to others.”

“I promise you I’ll do both, Amanda,” Seth
said as they pulled up to the airport.

As she got out of the car, she turned around
and looked at Seth. Before she closed the door,
she said, “Forget the Amanda thing. From now
on, call me Mandy.”

Seth didn’t know if the fact they were fellow
Texans helped create the bond or if she was gen-
uinely impressed with Seth, but he felt he was
making a connection. He hoped it might help
somewhere down the line.

FOUR REASONS PEOPLE FAIL

It was August now, and the visit was over. That
was the good news. The bad news was the July
report had just come out and Seth’s team had
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dropped to second place in attendance. Nothing
of great concern, but Seth wanted to stay on top.
He hoped it was just the distraction of Amanda’s
visit that threw everyone off.

Hannah always beat Seth to La Cantina. For
the first time, Seth was the first to arrive. He
needed to think through a problem he was hav-
ing with an employee, and figured he’d do his
thinking at La Cantina before his meeting with
Hannah.

The waitress was bringing Seth his second
margarita when Hannah walked in.

“Well, well, well,” Hannah remarked as she
walked over to the table with a grin on her face.
“This is a first. You beat me here, and it looks like
you got started without me.”

“I needed some quiet time to think,” Seth
replied. “I figured I’d come over early.”

“Good for you,” Hannah replied. “Did you
solve your problems, or are you going to need a
few more margaritas for that?”

“I figure somewhere between the margaritas
and your advice, I’ll find my answers. My car is in
the shop, and I’m taking a cab home. Bring on
the margaritas!”

Hannah sensed the first margarita was already
going to Seth’s head. After she sat down, Seth ex-
plained the challenge he was having with Larry
Marcus, a long-time Halifax employee. One of the
key measurements in the office was called the
First Resolution Rate, which measured the per-
centage of calls completed with a single contact.
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Since customers don’t like being transferred
around, upper management put a high priority on
completing calls with a single contact. Larry’s per-
centage was the lowest in the entire office, and it
was keeping Seth’s group from moving from sec-
ond to first place. Seth explained he’d done every-
thing he knew to do. He’d set expectations. He’d
set positive consequences. He’d set negative con-
sequences. Nothing had worked, so he was con-
sidering termination.

Hannah looked at Seth and said, “I’m about to
teach you one of the best lessons you’ll ever
learn, so pay attention. There are only four rea-
sons people fail. They lack skill, knowledge, re-
source, or motivation.”

Hannah looked at Seth for a few seconds to
ensure it was sinking it.

“Now, if you have an employee who can’t seem
to resolve a client’s issue on the first call, is that
a lack of skill?” Hannah asked.

“It could be if he doesn’t know how to do it,”
Seth replied, “but Larry’s been with the company
for 14 years. Twelve of those years he’s been a
call center rep, and there haven’t been that many
changes that would keep him from being able to
handle client issues. According to his file, every
time a change was implemented, he was trained.
So in his case, it is not a lack of skill.”

“Is it a lack of knowledge?” she asked.
Seth thought about Hannah’s question for a

moment and responded, “I suppose it could be if
he didn’t know what was expected of him, but I’ve
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made my expectations and consequences very
clear. He’s just not responding. So in his case, it
is not a lack of knowledge.”

“Okay,” Hannah responded. “Is it a lack of re-
source?”

“Larry has everything he needs, so in his case,
it’s not a lack of resource.”

“Seth,” she asked, “If it’s not a lack of skill,
knowledge, or resource, what’s left?”

“A lack of motivation,” Seth replied.
“Exactly,” Hannah replied. “You have an em-

ployee who’s not resolving client issues on the
first call because he’s not motivated. What have
you done as his leader to motivate him?”

“We do pay him every two weeks, don’t we?”
Seth laughed.

“Yes,” Hannah replied with a smile. “But get-
ting a paycheck to pay the bills doesn’t motivate
most employees, and it’s obvious your positive
and negative consequences aren’t working. You
need to find a way to motivate him before you can
fire him.”

“How do I do that?” Seth asked.
“I don’t know, hot shot,” Hannah replied.

“That’s for you to figure out. Give it some
thought. Just know that the goal must not be to
fire people. It must be to find ways to keep them.
Not only is it less expensive, it’s the compassion-
ate thing to do.”

Seth and Hannah spent the next hour or so
talking about Amanda’s visit, and what impact it
would have on the other managers. After she left,
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Seth stayed a while and solved all his problems
while enjoying another margarita. It was a relax-
ing ride home in the cab.

A LESSON IN CHARACTER

Seth didn’t think he would ever get the door
open. He had just arrived at the Tucson Interna-
tional Airport on a Tuesday afternoon. The cab
driver was nice enough to put Seth’s suitcase in
the trunk, and was doing his best to get the back
door open so Seth could get in the car. After sev-
eral attempts and a grumble or two, he finally got
it open and they were off to the hotel.

Seth was excited to be in Tucson on this Sep-
tember day, substituting the dry heat of Arizona
for the humidity of Texas. The next morning he
was going to start a financial management train-
ing session. Although he was excited to be learn-
ing what he needed to know about financial
management, he wasn’t looking forward to being
away from his team for a week.

As Seth sat back to enjoy the half-hour drive,
he noticed the cab driver was listening to a talk-
radio show. It was an election year, and the dis-
cussion on the radio was surrounding a candidate
who had confessed to some indiscretions in his
personal life. Apparently he had an affair and
hadn’t been paying taxes on a housekeeper he re-
cently hired.

From the backseat, Seth could hear the cab
driver mumbling about what he was hearing on
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the radio. He looked at the cab license hanging
on his visor and noted the driver’s name was
Barry. Barry looked at Seth in his rearview mir-
ror and said, “Can you believe this? This bucket-
head seems to be more concerned with what’s
going on in this guy’s personal life than what he’s
going to do when he’s elected. I just don’t get it.”

It was a local race, and Seth wasn’t familiar
with the candidate, but he was curious about
Barry’s comment. So he asked him, “What is it
that you don’t get?”

“I don’t understand why everyone is so con-
cerned with this guy’s personal life. What he does
in his personal life is none of my business. I’m
just concerned with how he does his job.”

Barry was not the first person to ever express
this opinion to Seth. In fact, throughout much of
his young life, Seth had heard many people at-
tempt to separate their personal life from their
professional life. While Seth had no desire to dis-
rupt his pleasant cab ride to the hotel, his need
to hear more from Barry took over.

“Barry, let me ask you a question,” Seth
started. “Do you believe someone can lack in-
tegrity in his personal life, but suddenly have in-
tegrity in his professional life?”

“Absolutely,” Barry responded. “If he tells me
he can, then I believe him!”

At this point, Seth’s desire to get to the hotel
was stronger than his desire to enter a debate
with his cab driver. Barry and Seth were going to
agree to disagree on this subject, and Seth looked
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out the window in an attempt to enjoy the re-
mainder of his ride.

After his arrival at the hotel, Seth had a few
hours to relax before dinner. In the office, there
never seemed to be a few hours to do anything
but dive headfirst into a pile of work. He decided
to spend the time considering his options for the
lessons he still needed to apply before the fourth
quarter meeting.

A RETURN TO HER ROOTS

“I need you in the conference room for a quick
huddle,” Hannah said as she stuck her head into
Seth’s office. “It won’t take more than 15 minutes.
I’m gathering up the other managers right now.”

Carmen was the last one to show up. As
she closed the door behind her, she looked at
Hannah with her trademark frown, “What’s this
all about? I’ve got a ton of work to do since we’re
going to be out of the office for the quarterly
meeting tomorrow.”

Although all eyes were on Hannah, Jill spoke
up. “I appreciate you dropping what you were
doing to be here. I promise this won’t take long.”

Everyone turned toward Jill, wondering why
she was the one leading the conversation. Seth
could tell she was nervous since she stared at the
table for a few seconds before she began.

“As you all know, I was a call center rep my
entire career before I became a manager. In fact, I
was a good call center rep.”
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“The best,” Aaron responded.
“I got a lot of satisfaction being a rep. As we’ve

talked about employee engagement, I think I was
one of the most engaged reps in the office . . .”

She paused for a moment and let those words
linger in the air.

“. . . but I’m the first to admit I’m not very en-
gaged as a manager. I seldom share anything in
the quarterly meetings because I haven’t imple-
mented anything worth sharing. As we’ve worked
to build a culture of employee engagement, I’ve
realized I won’t ever be engaged as a manager.
I’ve talked to Hannah and told her I want to go
back to being a call center representative effec-
tive the 1st of January.”

You could have heard a pin drop. Everyone
just sat in silence for a full minute.

Carmen was the one to speak up first. “Are
you sure you want to do this? You worked so
hard to get promoted, and now you’re willing to
throw it all way.”

“First of all, I don’t think I’m throwing
anything away because I didn’t work hard to get
promoted. In fact, I never even asked to be pro-
moted. When there was a management vacancy
at this new office, I didn’t get promoted because
I was the best person for the job. I was promoted
because I was the most effective call center
rep, and that’s the wrong reason to promote
someone.”

“You’re okay with it?” Aaron responded.
“Okay with it?” Jill laughed. “It was my deci-

sion. This is not a bad thing, and it’s certainly no
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reason to be sad. In fact, we should be celebrat-
ing. I’m going to return to something I love to do,
and you get to find a manager who is engaged
and excited to be on the team.”

Seth was never all that impressed with Jill, but
he’d always known her as a manager, and knew it
would be difficult seeing her as a rep. But he was
smart enough to know if she was going back to
what she did best, he wanted her on his team.

“I assume it would be odd for you to join the
team you’ve been managing,” he said. “If you’re
looking for a new team, I’d love to have you.”

“Thank you, Seth. I would like that very
much.”

“Okay, here’s the deal,” Hannah responded.
“No one in this office knows about this, and I
don’t want anyone to know about it until the an-
nouncement is released tomorrow after the quar-
terly meeting. You are free to go back to work,
and I’ll see you tomorrow morning for the quar-
terly meeting.”

Seth knew this would be one of the toughest
quarterly meetings yet.

THE FOURTH QUARTER MEETING

Every month when Seth paid his rent, he always
spent time visiting with the apartment manager.
When he approached her about having the man-
agement team’s quarterly meeting in the club-
house, she thought it was a great idea.

Since the clubhouse had a kitchen, Aaron
and Seth decided to surprise everyone by cooking
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breakfast. Seth enjoyed cooking and had gotten 
a lot of practice since he didn’t have anyone
around to cook his meals.

Hannah and Carmen walked in together.
“What’s all this?” Hannah asked as she watched
Aaron putting out the place settings.

“Breakfast,” Seth replied with a smile. “My
mother always taught me that breakfast was the
most important meal of the day, and I figured we
better get started with a full belly.”

Seth saw Carmen digging through her purse.
She looked at Hannah and said, “I have just
enough Rolaids for the two of us.”

Seth threw a towel at Carmen and said, “Just
for that, you get to clean the dishes.”

“Should I set a place for Jill?” Aaron asked.
“I assume she’ll be here,” Hannah replied.

“Her job change isn’t effective until the 1st of
January, and she’d have to explain to everyone in
the office why she’s not here.”

Jill was the only person who ever had to wash
Hannah’s car as a result of being late to a man-
ager’s meeting. She didn’t like having to do it
then, and she certainly wasn’t going to repeat it.

“I’m not late, am I?” she said as she ran into
the clubhouse one minute before 8:00. “I refuse
to let one of my last acts as a manager be wash-
ing Hannah’s car.”

“You’re not late,” Aaron laughed. “In fact,
you’re just in time for one of the best breakfasts
you’ve ever had. The men are treating you to
breakfast.”
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Jill had a look on her face as if to say, “You
have got to be kidding me.” She looked at Han-
nah and Carmen. They both shrugged their
shoulders and smiled.

“Let’s eat,” Hannah suggested. “After we’re
done, I have a surprise for you.”

After Jill’s announcement the day before,
Seth had about all the surprises he could stand.

SOMETHING DIFFERENT

“I have asked Aaron to lead the meeting today,”
Hannah stated as everyone was getting settled for
the meeting. “I’ve run the last three, and thought
you might like to have someone else take the
lead. Also, today will be a short meeting, and
you’ll have the rest of the day off. Do whatever
you’d like.”

Seth appreciated the day off, but wondered if
anyone was thinking what he was thinking. Why
Aaron? Seth liked Aaron, but he had a hint of
jealousy that Hannah hadn’t picked him.

“Okay,” Aaron started as he pulled a stack of
papers from his briefcase. “Hannah taught the 12
lessons of Engaged Leadership. In the second
quarter, we discussed what we did to implement
the four lessons in Directional Leadership, and in
the third quarter, we discussed what we did to
implement the four lessons in Motivational Lead-
ership. Today, we’re going to do two things.”

Aaron passed out a sheet with all 12 lessons
listed on it. “Since we don’t have a flipchart here,
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I printed out the 12 lessons on a single sheet.
We’re going to start out talking about what we did
to implement the four lessons in Organizational
Leadership. Then we’re going to reveal the fourth
piece to the puzzle.”

“Are we going to talk about how we’re going to
replace Jill?” Carmen blurted out. “I have some-
one in mind for that position.”

“That is not part of today’s agenda,” Hannah
chimed in. “I’ll let you know when we’ll be dis-
cussing that issue.”

“Let’s start out discussing the four lessons
from Organizational Leadership,” Aaron said as
he tried to get control of the meeting. “Who has a
story they’d like to tell?”

“I gave some thought to letting people know
where they stand,” Seth said. “I was telling my
employees every month how they were doing, but
I didn’t really have a system in place. I took the
goals they set for themselves at our first one-on-
ones and had them printed on a 3 by 5 card, with
a blank line next to each goal. Every month I pro-
vide them with a new card with the previous
month’s results. By doing it, there should never
be a surprise when the annual performance re-
view is done.”

“Outstanding,” Aaron responded. “I like the
idea for two reasons. One, it’s a constant re-
minder of how they’re doing. But two, it’s a sys-
tem that can be passed along to someone else
after you’re gone, which puts in place a proce-
dure to maintain the success of your team. Any-
one else have something they’d like to share?”
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When no one offered up another experience,
Aaron pulled out a sheet of paper with the drawing of
the puzzle pieces. He wrote two words in the fourth
puzzle piece, and held it up for everyone to see.

When he was certain everyone had seen it, he
put the sheet down on the table. “Character Core.
Last week I asked Hannah why we hadn’t talked
about character at all in the model, and she shared
with me that it isn’t a part of one of the three as-
pects. It’s a part of all aspects of Engaged Leader-
ship, and is located at the center of the model.”

“If you’re talking about integrity, you’re wast-
ing your time,” Carmen said. “We all have in-
tegrity, and we each manage our teams that way.”

“I would agree that we operate our teams that
way,” Aaron replied, “but I don’t think we’re wast-
ing our time talking about it. In fact, I think too
many organizations assume their leaders lead
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with integrity and don’t believe they need to talk
about it. These are the companies whose leaders
get led away in handcuffs.”

“I guess these people need to be put through a
course on business ethics?” Jill responded. “They
seem to make some pretty lousy decisions.”

“They do make some pretty lousy decisions,”
Hannah chimed in, “but these decisions aren’t
due to a lack of business ethics. They’re due to a
lack of personal ethics. Companies don’t make
decisions. People make decisions. If someone lies
and steals at home, they’ll lie and steal at work.
You can’t separate the two.”

“It seems some people believe there’s a differ-
ence,” Seth jumped in. “In fact, I met a cab driver
in Tucson who believes someone can lack in-
tegrity in his personal life, but suddenly have in-
tegrity in his professional life.”

“That cab driver was wrong,” Hannah replied.
“You either have character or you don’t.”

“I don’t think anyone will be dragging us off in
handcuffs,” Carmen interjected. “We’re not mak-
ing decisions at our level that can have that
much impact.”

“That’s probably true,” Hannah said. “But I
encourage you to keep in mind that your employ-
ees are watching you every day. They think they
know your character, and they’re looking for con-
gruency in what you say and what you do.”

“I don’t think I understand,” Jill admitted.
Hannah was about to give an example when

Aaron jumped in first. After all, this was his
meeting to lead.
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“Let’s use family as an example. If you tell
your team that family is very important, but you
work 14 hours a day and every weekend, then
you’re sending a message that’s not congruent
with your character. If you tell your team that
flexibility is important, but you aren’t willing to
bend when they need to leave an hour early and
you have the people to cover the workload, then
you’re sending a message that’s not congruent
with your character.”

“Congruency is the key,” Hannah added.
Everyone sat around letting the lesson sink in.
“Hannah mentioned this would be a short

meeting,” Aaron stated, “and it will be. I have two
more things to cover. One, let me remind you that
the follow-up to the Employee Engagement Sur-
vey is coming up in December. We still have one
final quarter to continue building on our culture
of employee engagement. And two, as Hannah
mentioned, we have the rest of the day off. You
can do whatever you want. Go back to work, go
home, go to the mall and buy me a present for my
birthday next month . . . whatever you want.
However, I’m buying dinner for anyone who
shows up at La Cantina at 6:00 tonight. I hope
you all can make it.”

Seth never considered himself a workaholic,
but he began to wonder when he chose to go back
to the office instead of enjoying a free day off. He
couldn’t get Aaron’s comment out of his head
. . . one final quarter to continue building on the
culture of employee engagement. How could
there be only one more quarter?
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THREE AMIGOS

When Aaron invited everyone to meet at La Can-
tina, Seth hoped it would be the first time the en-
tire team got together in a social environment. As
he suspected, Carmen came up with an excuse not
to make it. Jill lived far from La Cantina, and since
she decided to spend the rest of the day at home,
she couldn’t make it either. It ended up just being
Seth, Aaron, and Hannah. The three amigos.

“I assumed everyone would be here,” Hannah
said, “so I saved this quick announcement for
tonight. But since you are the only two here, I’ll
tell you. I’m taking next week off. I have a quick
meeting in New Jersey, and then my husband
and I are going to spend the rest of the week in
New York.”

“Can I go with you?” Aaron asked.
“No, you can’t. In fact, that was the an-

nouncement I was going to make. I’m putting you
in charge for the week.”

Aaron and Seth turned and glanced at each
other with a look of surprise. Seth was excited for
Aaron, but was somewhat envious.

“Do I get to make any major changes?” Aaron
asked. “There are a few personnel changes I’d like
to make.”

“No, you don’t get to fire Carmen.”
“It was worth a try,” Aaron laughed.
“It was certainly an interesting question. Just

out of curiosity, if I did give you the authority to
make major changes, what would it be?” Hannah
asked.
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Aaron thought about it for a moment. “I don’t
know if it counts as a major change, but I would
expand the Town Hall Meeting to the entire office.”

“Have you gotten good response to those
meetings?” Hannah asked.

“Incredible response,” Aaron answered. “They
ask great questions. In fact, sometimes Seth and
I don’t even know the answers. There’s just a
great dialogue about the vision of the department
in these meetings, and I think the entire depart-
ment could benefit if we had one big Town Hall
Meeting.”

“Done,” Hannah stated. “Announce the
change next week when you’re in control, but
wait until I get back to have the meeting. I want
to participate and see how it goes. It may work
well for 50 people, but it may be too big with 100.
But I’m willing to try, and I think it would mean
a lot if it came from you when you’re in charge.”

As they ate dinner and solved the problems of
the world, Seth was wondering what change he
would make. The opportunity to share it would
come soon enough.

A LESSON FOR THE TEACHER

When Hannah told her management team she’d
let them know when it was time to discuss Jill’s
replacement, Seth figured they would get plenty
of notice. As it turned out, they got about an hour.

“I appreciate you making the time for this
meeting,” Hannah started. “I had hoped we would
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have more time to discuss Jill’s replacement, but
I just got word of a manager in my old depart-
ment who’s looking to move to this area. She
would be a great asset to this team.”

“Is this meeting to discuss how we go about
replacing Jill,” Carmen asked, “or is it just to ap-
prove whoever you think we should have?”

“I’m sure some of you have thoughts on her
replacement, but if we wait too long, this person
is not going to be available and . . .”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Carmen interrupted.
“Doesn’t this go against what you’ve been teaching
us in Engaged Leadership? This is a major change
for our management team, and you’ve done noth-
ing to prepare us for the change. In fact, you’re
just cramming it down our throats. And you cer-
tainly haven’t empowered any of us in the process,
since you went out and found your own person.”

Everyone sat silently. Seth was shocked that
Carmen would speak to her boss that way. Seth
was even more shocked that what she said about
Hannah was right.

After an extended period of silence, Hannah
finally spoke up. “At least I know you were listen-
ing in all those quarterly meetings,” Hannah said
as she looked directly at Carmen. “I owe you and
the entire team an apology. In my haste to get
the person I thought would be right for the job, I
didn’t practice what I preach. I’m sorry for that.”

After another moment of awkward silence,
Aaron jumped in. “I can’t believe it. It’s taken a
year, but we finally determined Hannah is human.”
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When everyone laughed at Aaron’s comment,
Seth could feel the tension leave the room.

“I am human, Aaron,” Hannah said, “and I
will make mistakes. I do my best to not make
many of them, but they’ll happen. I hold you ac-
countable to building this culture, and I expect
you to hold me accountable.”

Seth realized the teacher had just become the
student.

JILL’S REPLACEMENT

“Let’s try this again,” Hannah smiled. “As you all
know, Jill has decided to leave the ranks of man-
agement to return to her roots as a call center
rep. Her departure will leave a vacancy as of the
beginning of next year. This meeting is to discuss
how we proceed in filling Jill’s position.”

Everyone smiled at Hannah’s formal approach.
“As a member of this management team, your

input is critical. Whoever fills her position is
going to be a part of this team and will be helping
us maintain the culture of employee engagement
we’ve worked so hard to build. Not only is it im-
portant this person be able to help us maintain
the culture, it is imperative we use this opportu-
nity to identify and position the appropriate tal-
ent for our needs at this time. Based on my
background and experience in another depart-
ment at Halifax, I have someone in mind for that
position. However, before I share my thoughts,
I’m interested to hear what you have to say.”
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As expected, Carmen jumped right in. “I have
someone in mind for the position.”

“Who do you have in mind?” Hannah asked.
“Kris Archer.”
“Why Kris?” Hannah asked.
“Because she’s earned a promotion. She’s

been here almost 18 years now, and she’s been
overlooked every time a management position
comes open. She’s one of our best call center
reps, and she deserves the recognition.”

Aaron could never pass on an opportunity to
take a jab at Carmen. “You didn’t list one single
reason why I should seriously consider Kris
Archer for Jill’s position. I know Kris. She’s a
wonderful person, but I don’t think she’s the
right person for this job.”

Before anyone else could say a word, Jill
jumped in. “I agree with Aaron. If we promote her
for the reasons you just gave, you’ll make the
same mistake with her that you made with me. If
you think she has the skills and knowledge to be
a great manager, promote her. If you think she
has the right attitude that can help her along
until the skills and knowledge catch up, promote
her. But don’t take one of our most engaged and
effective reps and turn her into one of our most
disengaged and ineffective managers just be-
cause you think it’s her turn.”

Jill made some great points, and Hannah
knew it. “Perhaps we are getting the cart before
the horse on this issue,” she said. “We’re trying
to take a person and make her fit the job.
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Perhaps we should step back and identify
what kind of person we’re looking for, and then
decide if either candidate we’re considering is a
good fit.”

Everyone around the table nodded, including
Carmen. For the next few hours, they made a list
of the characteristics for the ideal manager, and
identified the personal values the person would
need to have. Ultimately, they decided skills
weren’t nearly as important as attitude. Hannah
said she could teach the skills, but she couldn’t
teach the attitude. The person would need to
bring the right attitude to the table.

After a lengthy discussion, the team decided
that neither candidate was the right person to
move into Jill’s position. The next day they began
a search for a new manager.

THANKSGIVING DINNER

Seth had been looking forward to November. He
certainly enjoyed the cooler weather, but it was
more than that. When he looked back on the year,
he was grateful for so many things that happened
that year. Personally, it was a fun year. He moved
to a new town and met some new friends. Profes-
sionally, it was a learning year. He got to learn
every single day from a wonderful boss, and got to
work with some great employees. It was all good.

Seth was leaving the day before Thanksgiving
to head home to be with his family. He loved
Thanksgiving because it was an opportunity to
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get together with family and share those things
for which he was thankful. It seemed appropriate
to do the same with his new family.

He had never cooked a turkey before, and he
certainly hadn’t made all the other things that
went along with a complete Thanksgiving dinner.
But he made his team a deal. If they provided all
the side dishes, he would bring the turkey.

Seth had no idea so much work went into
cooking a turkey. It seemed like every few minutes
he was back in the kitchen basting that giant bird.
But when he walked into the conference room
with it on a platter, all his efforts were worth it.

Every possible side dish was on the table that
day. It was a great meal. And after the food was
gone, they sat around and shared the things for
which they were thankful. Seth enjoyed the food and
certainly enjoyed the conversation. However, his fa-
vorite part of the afternoon was comparing the team
of employees who filed into that same conference
room 11 months earlier as though they were attend-
ing a funeral to the team of employees who laughed
together and enjoyed each other’s company.

Seth hoped he helped Hannah create a cul-
ture in that office. But even if he hadn’t, he could
leave knowing he helped create a family of
friends. If nothing else, he was thankful for that.

ONE LAST VISIT TO LA CANTINA

The November results hadn’t come out yet when
Seth and Hannah agreed to meet at La Cantina.
Quite frankly, neither of them was too concerned at
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that point, not because they didn’t care if they were
bad, but because they knew they would be good.

Seth spent a lot of time that year worried
about how he ranked with his peers. His compet-
itive nature provided the drive that made him
want to win, and his commitment to Hannah to
turn his team around was always at the back of
his mind.

But Hannah always said that once employees
were engaged and wanted to be a part of the team,
there would be less need to worry about results.
Seth figured they had gotten to that point as they
met at La Cantina that December evening.

“I remember how I felt when you walked
into the conference room in January and told
us about the Employee Engagement Survey,”
Seth said. “I recall not caring what anyone said
in that survey because it wouldn’t be about me,
but I was extremely worried what the fol-
lowing December survey would show. I never
would have thought it wouldn’t be a concern
12 months later.”

“You were worried about the December sur-
vey?” Hannah laughed.

“Scared to death. I had no idea what I was
doing, and prayed your lessons on Engaged
Leadership would work. At that point, I had no
idea if my employees would even respond to me.”

“You did a good job of hiding it,” Hannah said.
“When are they doing the survey?”
“Next week. They have it scheduled before

most employees start taking off for the holiday,”
Hannah replied.
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“I think they should hand it out at the com-
pany Christmas party. That should help us out.”

“I haven’t told the other managers this news
yet because it isn’t official, and I know how the
rumor mill works,” Hannah said. “I got a call
from Amanda Suttle. She wants to know if I’d be
willing to run a region. She interviewed me when
I was in New Jersey and wants me to come up for
a job visit after the beginning of the year.”

“A promotion?”
“Oh, yeah. I would be peers with my boss, Mr.

Harrison,” Hannah smiled.
Seth always wondered why Hannah stayed at

Halifax. She could easily run her own company,
and he knew she wouldn’t be around long if
someone didn’t recognize her talents and pro-
mote her to the next level.

“If you get promoted, I’m going to need you to
move your things out of the office as soon as pos-
sible. I want plenty of time to get settled!”

“Very funny,” Hannah laughed. “I don’t think
the company plans to keep you here much longer.
Your one-year assignment will be up soon, and
you’ll be off to conquer the world. But I have to
say, I think this office would do great things if you
were the boss.”

“I appreciate that. I’m sure Carmen will do
a great job leading this department into the
future.”

“Did I forget to mention that part of your one-
year assignment is you’re required to take Car-
men with you wherever you go for your next job?”
Hannah laughed.
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“The twelfth lesson in Engaged Leadership is es-
tablishing a strategy to maintain success, so I’m
sure you’ve been thinking about your replacement.”

“I haven’t been thinking about my replace-
ment,” Hannah said. “I’ve been planning for my
replacement since the day I got here.”

“Aaron?”
“I suppose I could have gone outside the de-

partment to find someone,” Hannah replied, “and
I certainly would have if there wasn’t an option
here. But Aaron showed promise from the very
beginning. He just needed some development. He
needed the opportunity to get some victories
under his belt to build his confidence. He’s re-
sponded well, and I think he’s ready.”

“Does he know?”
“He knows I’m grooming him for a promotion

some day, but he doesn’t know I’m being consid-
ered for another job. I don’t want to get his hopes
up if it falls through.”

After they finished their dinner, they paid the
check and headed out the door. Seth had a feel-
ing that this might be his last time with Hannah
at La Cantina.

THE ANNOUNCEMENT

Seth had never seen Carmen smile. At one point
he saw what appeared to be a grin when her team
edged his out on a monthly report. A grin was as
good as it got.

That all changed when the announcement
was made. Hannah brought the management
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team into the conference room on a Friday after-
noon in January to make the announcement that
Seth had been given a new assignment in a dif-
ferent city. He would finish out the month and re-
port to his new job the 1st of February. Carmen
didn’t grin when she heard the news. She smiled
from ear to ear.

Before he left that month, he had the honor of
presenting Mattie with a plaque for one year of
perfect attendance. He also got to see the results
of the Employee Engagement Survey. Needless to
say, they had a considerable improvement and
beat the Austin office. Surprisingly, everyone got
their bonuses, including Carmen.

Prior to his departure, he had one last piece of
business to handle. While he didn’t enjoy it, he
learned that some people never make the transition
to a new culture and provided Larry Marcus the op-
portunity to pursue a new career outside Halifax.

It turned out that leaving would be much
harder for Seth than he thought it would be.
When he arrived at this job, he saw it as a step-
pingstone to the next job. He never expected to
learn as much as he did, and he certainly didn’t
expect to make the friends he made.

One part of him was ready to go. He made a
difference with this team, and he was ready to
take on the next challenge. This opportunity pro-
vided him so many skills that he would be much
more prepared for the next assignment. He was
prepared to keep his promise to Amanda and
pass along the development.
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But another part of Seth was sad to leave. He
knew he made a difference while changing the
culture, but he knew there would always be a
“Carmen” to shift the team back to the old cul-
ture. In fact, he could see it in their eyes at his
going-away party.

Seth learned a lesson on the way to that office
a year earlier about culture, and he learned one
on the way out. When managers come and go, it’s
imperative to change the culture if you want it to
survive long after you’re gone. Seth looked back
and realized what he helped Hannah create really
was a culture. These weren’t just activities or mo-
tivational tactics. This was a culture. It was a
way of life for these employees.

Seth didn’t get to pick his successor. In fact,
he learned months later that a replacement was
not hired. The employees on his team were di-
vided up among the remaining three managers.
He thought about them often, and hoped that a
little part of the culture he helped create may
have rubbed off on the managers who took on his
team members. Whether it did or not, Seth knew
he made an impact because he helped these
“misfits” experience the feeling of success. He
made them feel appreciated. He let them know
they were winners.

Seth also learned it’s hard to change a culture
in a year. He learned it’s hard, but not impossible.
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The Application
of Engaged
Leadership

Years ago I was scheduled to speak at a man-
agement conference for a large corporation.

Prior to the event, I spent some time with the
leader of the organization, explaining my plans to
speak on engaging the disengaged employees in
his company. I’ll call him Greg.

“Why should we spend time with the lazy, unmo-
tivated employees?” Greg asked. “I want you to teach
my management team how to make their good peo-
ple better! I’m getting rid of the lousy ones this year.”

First of all, I’m a big believer in making 
good people better. Not only does it improve their
performance, but it makes them feel appreciated
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and helps us retain the people we should be try-
ing to retain. While there was nothing wrong with
Greg’s focus on his best employees, I needed to
convince him of the importance of focusing on
employee engagement.

After we spent some time together, I was able
to persuade him that engaging the disengaged is
an important way to make his good people better.
Good people get worn out when they feel they’re
surrounded by employees who aren’t dedicated to
the organization.

Second, I was concerned with his comment
about lazy, unmotivated employees. In his mind,
anyone who wasn’t one of the “good” employees he
wanted to make better fell into the category of
“lazy and unmotivated.” Even after a significant
amount of time discussing the importance of
working on his disengaged employees, Greg still
couldn’t see the value in spending time with those
employees. I was going to have to take a chance.

Many professional speakers will tell a client
what he or she wants to hear, knowing they’ll get
glowing reviews and the opportunity to return in
the future. I suppose there may have been a year or
two in my early career where I did the same. I’ve
learned over the years that it’s not my job to tell a
client what he wants to hear, but to tell the client
what he needs to hear. This was one of those times.

“Greg,” I asked, “if you have lazy, unmotivated
employees, how do you suppose they got that way?”

He thought for a moment. “I don’t know,” he
responded. “I guess they showed up that way.”
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After a brief chuckle, I replied, “Greg, if they
showed up lazy and unmotivated, you do not have a
management problem. You have a hiring problem.
I’m not convinced you’re hiring lazy, unmotivated
employees. In fact, I bet they were enthusiastic and
engaged when they first got here. Your management
team caused them to become disengaged, and you
have the responsibility to fix it. I can show you how
to build a culture to overcome the employee disen-
gagement that’s holding you back.”

Greg wasn’t the first client to not understand
disengaged employees, and will likely not be the
last. The problem with his view of the workforce
was the breakdown. He thought he had good em-
ployees and bad employees. Gallup’s research
mentioned throughout this book accurately de-
scribes three groups—the 26 percent at the top
who are engaged, the 55 percent in the middle
who are disengaged, and the 19 percent at the
bottom who are actively disengaged. After ex-
plaining this to Greg, he admitted he lumped the
55 percent in with the 19 percent at the bottom.

This brings me to the third concern I had
with Greg’s initial comment. He said he planned
to get rid of the “lousy ones” this year. There are
certainly times when termination is the only re-
maining option for an employee, and I believe we
should act quickly and decisively when we’ve
come to that conclusion. However, I have seen
that an all-too-common approach is to focus on
the bad employees. “We need to get rid of these
bad apples.” “We need to put these people on a
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Performance Improvement Plan.” “It’s time to cut
loose the negative characters.”

I’m aware of the myriad of legal issues that
must be maneuvered to terminate an employee,
and strongly encourage anyone who has chosen
that route to follow the law and the steps that
must be taken. However, I don’t believe eliminat-
ing the bottom 19 percent is effective as a strat-
egy to improve an organization, and I have
encountered many leaders who spend the ma-
jority of their time dealing with these actively
disengaged employees.

I believe the biggest opportunity lies with the
55 percent of disengaged employees. Again,
these aren’t bad people. They simply see their
work as a job. In many cases, they have no idea
how they contribute to the bigger picture. We all
love being around the 26 percent who are en-
gaged employees, and should be doing every-
thing possible to recognize their efforts and help
improve their performance. However, our future
success lies in our ability to engage the disen-
gaged employee.

The issue of employee disengagement is a real
concern for most organizations. While some peo-
ple, like Greg, dismiss it as laziness or a lack of
motivation, the opportunity to overcome employee
disengagement lies within the control of leader-
ship. In fact, if you have disengaged employees,
it’s because you have disengaged leadership.

The solution is simple. Anyone in a position of
leading employees has a responsibility to provide
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three aspects of leadership. As illustrated in the
fable, the three aspects of Engaged Leadership are:

I have been introducing the concept of Engaged
Leadership as a trainer, consultant, and profes-
sional speaker for many years now. What I have
found is that many participants attempt to place
employees within one of these categories. Those
at the top of the organization are expected to set
the vision as Directional leaders. Those in middle
management are expected to inspire the team to
want to pursue the vision as Motivational lead-
ers. And those on the front-line are expected to
develop the team as Organizational leaders.
While that may be natural, the concept behind
Engaged Leadership is that all leaders focus on
all three aspects of leadership.

Also, the key to success with Engaged Leader-
ship is not in understanding the concepts. In
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fact, the concepts of Engaged Leadership are not
difficult, and are based on some universal, com-
mon sense ideas in business today. The key to
success with Engaged Leadership is in the appli-
cation of the ideas.

In the fable, Hannah shared four lessons each
in Directional, Motivational, and Organizational
Leadership. To encourage you to put the concepts
in this book to use within your organization, I am
going to offer these lessons as challenges within
the three areas of Engaged Leadership. Further-
more, I will offer some specific action items along
with each challenge.

Let’s get started with Directional Leadership.
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Directional
Leadership

Some people are wonderful with details. They
can take an incredible vision, break it down

into bite-sized pieces, and identify a laundry list
of tasks to be completed in order to realize the vi-
sion. I do everything I can to surround myself
with these people, because I am not one of them.

I’ve had some moments of analysis paralysis
where I consumed every detail of a project. But
for the most part, I’m more a big-picture guy. I
leave the details to someone else.

I’ve worked for companies of different sizes.
I’ve worked as a front-line manager for a huge
company, where the vision was decided at levels
far beyond mine. I’ve worked as an executive for a
mid-sized company, where the vision was decided
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by the chairman of the board. And I’ve worked as
the principal of a consulting firm small enough to
fit into your living room, where I was an integral
part of creating the vision.

While each scenario was different, one aspect
remained the same in each organization. The
people responsible for carrying out the vision
wanted to know what it was. They wanted to
know how what they accomplished in their job
contributed to the overall direction of the com-
pany. They wanted to be a part of something big.

This is the start of a wonderful thing. A vision
has been created by those with the responsibility
for setting the direction of the company. The em-
ployees responsible for carrying it out are anxious
to know what it is, and how they can contribute to
making it happen. Then somewhere between the
development of the strategy and its implementa-
tion, something happens. Management doesn’t
pass the information along to the very people who
can help the company realize the vision.

According to a survey by Right Management
Consultants, a career transition and organiza-
tional consulting firm, about two-thirds of employ-
ees do not know or understand their employer’s
business strategy. How can we ever expect a team
of employees to help us realize a vision when they
don’t even know or understand what it is?

Of the organizations responding to the survey,
28 percent limit such communication to only
their leadership teams, 24 percent have not yet
communicated the vision to all employees, and
15 percent are uncertain of the best way to do it.

swin_c02.qxd  5/22/07  1:55 PM  Page 166



Directional Leadership 167

Procrastination is pretty common, so I can
understand the 24 percent that have not gotten
around to communicating the vision, although I
would remind them that an uninformed em-
ployee is a disengaged employee. I can even cut
some slack for the 15 percent who just haven’t
figured out the best way to communicate the vi-
sion, but I would strongly encourage them to get
it figured out.

The percentage in this survey that baffles me is
the 28 percent that limit the communication of the
business strategy to only their leadership teams,
as though they are the only ones worthy of know-
ing the vision. And you’ve seen the scenario: The
strategy is shared with a handful of key employees
who are expected to use their genius to make it all
happen. They scurry around working 14-hour
days, and never let anyone in on the deal.

Whether you’re creating a new vision or mis-
sion from scratch, or you’re tweaking an exist-
ing vision or mission because of changing
times, you have a responsibility to share it 
with the people who can help you realize the 
vision. Not just the people at the top. Not just
the managers. Every single employee in the or-
ganization should know what it is, and how
their work contributes to it. You do a disservice
to yourself, your company, and your employees
when you assume lower-level employees 
don’t care about the business strategy of the 
organization.

The method you use to communicate the
strategy will vary depending on the size of your
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organization. Some companies choose to hold
Town Hall Meetings. Some engrave it on a
plaque and hang it in the lobby or laminate
cards for employees to carry around in their
wallet. Pick a method that’s appropriate for your
organization. But once you’ve communicated
the vision of the organization to every single per-
son whose efforts contribute to the realization of
that vision, the real work begins. Perhaps the
most important thing you can do is build a con-
sensus for the vision.

For those leaders who took part in creating the
company’s vision, buy-in is not too difficult. But
for the vast number of employees who were not
part of the planning process, buy-in may be hard.
It’s not that employees don’t want to follow the di-
rection. Quite often they just don’t get it because
they weren’t a part of the process to develop the
direction, and there wasn’t a concentrated effort
to help them get it. Directional Leadership is im-
portant because it provides the concentrated ef-
fort to build a consensus for the vision.

I know what some of you may be thinking:
“We couldn’t even get everyone on the leadership
team to agree with the plan. How in the world are
we going to get every employee in the company to
agree with the plan?”

Building consensus is not about getting ev-
eryone to agree with the strategy. Building con-
sensus is about getting everyone to agree to the
strategy.

In the ideal world, employees at all levels
would be involved in the development of the mis-
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sion and vision of the organization, and everyone
would agree with the direction. There is perhaps
no better way to build consensus than to have
buy-in from employees at all levels. Not only do
you create buy-in of the vision, you let employees
see how their work contributes to the vision.

In the real world, the leadership of the organi-
zation creates the mission and vision, and the
employees are expected to follow it. By instructing
people to follow it rather than building consen-
sus, we produce mediocrity at best. Quite simply,
employees will show up to work and perform the
function instead of pursuing the vision.

By meeting the four challenges as outlined in
this section of Directional Leadership, leaders
can increase the interest of employees by build-
ing consensus. Although increasing the interest
of employees won’t create employee engagement,
it will start the process of moving them toward it.

CHALLENGE ONE:
RECRUIT SUPPORT FROM

THE TOP 26 PERCENT

In the study by The Gallup Organization refer-
enced in the Introduction, 26 percent of employ-
ees are engaged. These are the employees who
are excited to be on the team. While you are off
putting out fires and running the day-to-day op-
erations of the business, these dedicated and
productive employees are getting the work done.

The support of this group is critical in any or-
ganization. Once they’re committed to the vision,
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you know they’ll give 100 percent of their effort to
help make it happen. The success of any plan
needs a group whose only gear is “full steam
ahead” once they’ve been convinced the direction
is the right one.

While the work these employees do is signifi-
cant to helping the organization realize the vision,
perhaps the most important contribution is one of
influence. You see, the 55 percent of disengaged
employees are looking for direction. In any orga-
nization, they get it from either the 26 percent of
people who buy in to the vision, or they get it from
the 19 percent of actively disengaged people who
exist on this earth for the sole purpose of blocking
your vision. Although you may have significant
influence as the leader of your organization, the
likelihood of the disengaged employee embracing
your vision increases significantly when their
peers support your vision. They are a direct link
to the 55 percent of disengaged employees.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you recruit support
from the top 26 percent:

• Identify your top 26 percent. The first step is
to identify your engaged employees. Sit
down and create a list. Pinpoint the people
you believe can influence their peers.

• Bring them together as a group. Once you’ve
identified your top 26 percent, present your
plan to them as a group before you attempt
to introduce the vision to the entire organi-
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zation. You can’t assume they’ll support the
plan. You have to convince them the vision
is a good one.

• Solicit their input into the vision. Depending
on the size of your organization, you may
never get 100 percent of your employees to
provide input into the vision. But you could
get input from your top 26 percent. If you
allow this group to provide input, it will do
three things. One, these employees wouldn’t
just be supporting your plan to the 55 per-
cent of disengaged employees. In their
minds, they’d be supporting their plan to the
55 percent of disengaged employees. Sec-
ond, your disengaged employees would give
more credibility to the vision if they knew it
was created by some of their own. And third,
because they are in the trenches everyday,
they may be able to tell you if something
won’t work.

• Ask them to recruit the other 55 percent. As
mentioned before, your top 26 percent is
the direct link to your disengaged employ-
ees. If your top 26 percent is respected by
their peers, they just may have a better
chance of building consensus for the vision
than anyone in management.

The responsibility for building consensus lies
with the leadership of the organization. Smart
leaders know how to leverage the resources
around them to help build the organization. The
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26 percent of engaged employees is a tremendous
resource for building consensus.

CHALLENGE TWO: PREPARE THE
ORGANIZATION FOR CHANGE

A new or adjusted vision for the organization will
bring change, and most employees will not read-
ily accept it. That’s not surprising. In fact, it’s
simply not normal to eagerly accept change. If we
do, it’s probably because we were a part of the
initial discussion and can see the benefit of the
change, or it was our idea in the first place.
Either way, we’ve seen the future with the
change in place, and we’re willing to move in that
direction.

For the majority in your organization, how-
ever, the benefit of the change may not be so ob-
vious. Each employee has his own way of dealing
with change. In fact, there are three different
ways a disengaged employee will react to change:
(1) There are those who will ignore it, and just
keep doing what they were doing before. (2) There
are those who will fight it because they don’t buy
into the reasons for the change, or it is their sole
mission in life to keep everything the same. (3)
There are those who will react to it, either posi-
tively or negatively. For most disengaged employ-
ees, the reaction is usually negative.

Too often as leaders we just introduce change
and assume our employees will accept whatever
change we tell them to accept. After all, we’re
paying them to do a job. As Directional leaders,
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we have a responsibility to prepare the organiza-
tion for change.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you prepare the or-
ganization for change:

• Agree on unity with your leadership team.
Many employees will react to a change
based on the way their manager reacts to
the change. I once worked for a boss who in-
troduced a change in departmental policy
with the following announcement. “As you
know, the department has been considering
this change. Although I don’t agree with it,
the decision has been made. Quite frankly, I
think it’s stupid, and I don’t want to do it,
but it seems we don’t have a choice.” How
many of us on that team do you think sup-
ported the change? Not many. As a leader,
you have a responsibility to stand up and
fight for whatever you know to be right when
you’re with your leadership team. But when
the decision is made, regardless of what po-
sition you took prior to the change, you have
a responsibility to stand behind it 100 per-
cent (provided the change is not illegal or
immoral). If you don’t, then you’ve shown
your employees that the leadership team
can’t even agree to the change. The first step
toward preparing your team for change is to
have a leadership team on the same page.

• Give the reason for the change. A person
doesn’t have to agree with a change to 
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accept it. Remember, you don’t have to get
everyone to agree with the change. You
just have to get them to agree to the
change. And most reasonable employees
will accept it if it makes sense, even if they
don’t particularly like it.

• Tell them how it will affect them. Somewhere
in the back of an employee’s mind they may
be wondering how a change will affect the
organization. But the only thing they really
want to know is how it’s going to affect
them. Tell them up front, and they have a
better chance of accepting the change.

• Use data to tell the story. The world is full of
left-brained, detail people. When they hear
someone in leadership say, “I think building a
new store in this area is important to the
company,” it means very little to them. But if
they hear, “I think building a new store in this
area is important to the company because
the most recent survey of this area indicates
a 74 percent growth in population in the next
five years. By purchasing the land and build-
ing a new store now, we project an increase of
250 employees to our workforce, and profits
of more than ten million dollars in the fifth
year.” Numbers can be powerful. In fact,
numbers drive many of the changes our com-
panies make. If they help build consensus of
the vision, use them to tell your story.

• Introduce the change as improvement, not
change. Nearly all change is implemented
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because someone believes it will lead to
something better. I have heard many people
say, “Oh no, not more change!” but I’ve
never heard anyone say, “Oh no, not more
improvement!” It may be a simple concept,
but it helps employees deal with change.

• Celebrate the past and the future. The
change you are introducing may be the
best idea in the world. But if someone feels
the new way is a rejection of their old way,
most people will object to the change. Cele-
brate the successes of the past. If you let
them know you move forward on the shoul-
ders of the people who succeeded in the
past, you have a better chance of getting
them to accept the change.

Most organizations that stay the same get left
behind. To move forward, change is required.
Finding a way to help employees through the
change is a key to building consensus toward
the vision.

CHALLENGE THREE: LET THEM
KNOW HOW THEY CONTRIBUTE

You can develop a wonderful vision to take your or-
ganization to the next level, but if your employees
don’t know what they’re supposed to do to help re-
alize the vision, it won’t matter. Although commu-
nicating the vision is essential, ensuring each and
every employee knows what they’re expected to do
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to contribute is vital to your success. Too often we
assume people know what to do, and then get frus-
trated when they don’t perform well.

My experience has shown me that some peo-
ple are quite good at communicating expecta-
tions. The parent who looks at a child and says,
“Get upstairs and get your homework done!” The
supervisor who looks at an employee and says, “I
expect you to start showing up on time!” The wife
who looks at her husband and says, “You need to
pick up the dry cleaning on your way home from
work.” In these scenarios, the leader is clearly
communicating the expectation.

The missing element in all three examples is a
consequence. Every decision we make in life is
driven by an expectation and a consequence. We
get up and go to work because we don’t like the
consequence of losing our job and the income
that comes with our employment. We put gas in
our car because we don’t want to be stranded on
the side of the road. We pay our utility bill be-
cause we don’t want our electricity turned off. I
could go on and on.

In his book Bringing Out the Best in People,
(New York: McGraw Hill, 1999) Aubrey C. Daniels
supports this belief with the theory that every
behavior has a consequence, and that the conse-
quence that follows a certain behavior will signifi-
cantly affect whether or not a person will repeat
this behavior. He goes on to show the impact of
positive versus negative consequences, future
versus immediate consequences, and certain ver-
sus uncertain consequences. His observations on
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the idea of expectations and consequences are
right on target.

If we know behavior is directed by its conse-
quence, then we have a responsibility to communi-
cate one up front. If we wait until the expectation is
not met to decide the consequence, then we didn’t
give the consequence an opportunity to drive be-
havior. At that point, the consequence is merely a
punishment.

Imagine the mother who tells her son to be
home at ten o’clock. When the boy shows up at
eleven o’clock, she grounds him for a week. When
he screams, “That’s not fair!” he’s right. Fair
would be telling him he has to be home at ten,
and if he’s late, he’ll be grounded for a week. By
knowing the consequence, the young man has an
opportunity to decide his own fate.

Some people have told me they won’t set a
consequence because they don’t want to be seen
as the bad guy when they have to enforce the
consequence. First of all, if you’re not setting
consequences with employees because you don’t
want to be seen as the bad guy, find another pro-
fession. Management is not for you. Second, en-
forcing a consequence does not make you a bad
guy. Making up a consequence after the expecta-
tion is not met makes you a bad guy.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you be extremely
clear about what you want:

• Assess how well you’ve communicated ex-
pectations. Stop right now and determine if
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you’ve clearly communicated expectations
to the employees in your organization. Do
they know exactly what they need to do to
help your company realize its vision? Don’t
assume they know. In fact, the easiest way
to complete this task is to ask your employ-
ees for clarification of their responsibilities.
You just may be surprised what you hear.

• Let them create the expectations through
goal setting. The vision should be translated
into actionable goals. Let them decide what
those goals are. If their goals aren’t big
enough, deal with it then. Employees have
a better chance of achieving the goals if
they set them themselves.

• Assess how well you’ve communicated con-
sequences. Once you’ve established you
have done a good job communicating ex-
pectations and every employee knows what
to do to contribute, ask yourself if conse-
quences are in place that will drive the be-
havior you want. In fact, take a look at your
biggest performance challenge today and
decide if the absence of a consequence may
be the cause of the poor performance.

• Determine positive consequences that would
drive behavior. Although the word conse-
quence has a negative connotation, not all
consequences have to be negative. In fact, a
negative consequence should be used only
when an employee’s performance has not
been motivated by a positive consequence.
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• Ensure the consequence motivates the behav-
ior. My mother tells the story that she
learned very early in my life that spanking
me had very little effect. She was smart
enough to notice that without my bicycle, I
couldn’t ride around the neighborhood with
my friends. She learned that any time she
set an expectation for me that she thought I
might not meet, she would set a conse-
quence of losing the use of my bicycle for a
week. It never failed.

In the ideal world, a leader could communicate
expectations and everyone would run out and 
produce great results. In the real world, where
three-quarters of any organization is disengaged, a
leader must communicate expectations and conse-
quences, and enforce the consequences. Over time,
when employees see they’ve determined their 
own fate, a culture of employee engagement will 
develop, and you’ll find less need for negative 
consequences.

CHALLENGE FOUR: CONSTANTLY
COMMUNICATE PROGRESS

Whether you’ve developed a vision for the com-
pany from scratch or revisited existing ones to en-
sure they still fit the company’s direction, any
change in direction will bring a certain level of fear
from management and employees. Managers will
often fear a loss of authority when decision mak-
ing is pushed down the organization. Employees
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will fear punishment if they’ve been empowered to
make decisions they’ve never made before.

The level of fear by both sides depends on how
significant the changes are to the direction of the
organization. If there have been substantial
changes, employees and management will lean
toward going back to the old way of doing things.
In the absence of strong leadership and informa-
tion informing them of the team’s progress, a re-
turn to the old way of doing things is inevitable.

In order to ensure both management and em-
ployees get past those initial fears and stay on
task, constant communication regarding prog-
ress is critical. In the last challenge we looked at
the importance of letting them know how they
contribute. Once an employee knows how his
work contributes to the vision, he must know if
the organization and the work he’s doing is mak-
ing progress.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you communicate
progress:

• Create a method to share information regu-
larly. In order to build consensus, the vision
of the organization must be put in front of
the employees on a regular basis. Also, it
must be provided in different formats. Cre-
ate an internal newsletter, create a blog,
hang it on the wall. Different methods work
for different companies. Just get in front of
the team regularly.
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• Let them know where they stand. Not only
do employees need to know what progress
the company is making, they need to know
how their work is contributing. Tell them
how they’re doing. Don’t procrastinate in
giving good or bad feedback. Not just an-
nual reviews. Give them regular updates.

• Host a quarterly vision review meeting. In a
Town Hall format, host a meeting where all
employees have the opportunity to provide
feedback on the vision. Allow for input into
changes in the vision. Make it a place where
open critique is encouraged. Show that you
are willing, and able, to defend your position.

We all tend to get off task in a world where we
put out fires. If you want the message to stick,
you must find ways to constantly communicate
progress.
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Motivational
Leadership

The vision of the organization has been estab-
lished. You’ve encouraged your engaged em-

ployees to influence those who are disengaged.
Employees know how they contribute to the suc-
cess of the organization and are driven by conse-
quences that will inspire them to be successful.
You’ve prepared them for the improvements that
will come as a result of your enhanced vision, and
you’re keeping them informed of their progress. A
culture of employee engagement is developing.

As this culture takes shape, some employees
will choose to leave. They may not like the new
direction, there may be too much change, or
their values simply don’t work with the new vi-
sion. It’s expected some employees will leave for
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those reasons, as well as other legitimate rea-
sons. Some leave for more money, while some
simply move away. Some choose to leave the
workforce to raise children, while some want to
follow their entrepreneurial inclinations.

These are all acceptable reasons to lose an
employee. But the vast majority don’t leave for
those reasons. In fact, the vast majority don’t
leave companies. They leave bosses. They were
unhappy with how they were treated, or they
didn’t feel their work was appreciated. In a nut-
shell, they left because they weren’t motivated
to stay.

Seldom will an employee say they’re leaving
because of a lack of motivation. Any time a friend
or colleague changes jobs, I always ask what
caused them to leave. Most often it’s because
they had a boss who only focused on what they
did wrong instead of inspiring them by focusing
on what they did right. They left because they felt
the needs of the business always came first, in-
stead of focusing first on them.

When company leaders examine who they’re
losing, it’s usually their engaged employees. “How
can you leave?” they ask. “You’re the only one I
can depend on around here.” Sadly, engaged em-
ployees are leaving because they were the only
ones management could depend on, and they were
left alone. Sometimes we spend so much time try-
ing to engage the disengaged that we forget to take
care of the ones taking care of the organization.

Whether we’ve lost our best employees be-
cause they felt ignored, or we’ve lost our disen-
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gaged employees because they never felt they
were a part of the bigger picture, the result is the
same. Turnover. And turnover is costly to any
business. Some expenses associated with replac-
ing employees are obvious. Advertisements must
be run in local newspapers, and temporary em-
ployees may need to be hired to cover the work
until a new employee is hired. In some cases,
uniforms must be purchased, and investments in
new equipment must be made.

If the cost of turnover was limited to the obvi-
ous expenses, then turnover could be measured
and managed in almost any business. However,
the most negative impact of turnover is found in
the hidden costs. Some research indicates the
cost of replacing an employee can be anywhere
between one and three times the lost employee’s
annual salary.

Management has a right to expect employees
to come to the table with a certain level of motiva-
tion, and quite often they do. However, keep in
mind that an employee’s success will be based on
four things: skills, knowledge, resource, and mo-
tivation. Some employees leave an organization
because the company refuses to train employees
so the proper skills can be attained. Some em-
ployees leave because communication from man-
agement is so poor the employee doesn’t have the
knowledge to be successful. And sometimes em-
ployees leave a company because management
refuses to invest the resources to be successful.
But by far the most common reason for an em-
ployee leaving is motivation.
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By meeting the four challenges as outlined in
this section of Motivational Leadership, leaders
can begin to build a culture of motivation to over-
come employee disengagement.

CHALLENGE FIVE: LEAD WITH
POSITIVE MOTIVATION

I was standing to the left of the stage in a very
large ballroom preparing to speak to a group of
300 construction supervisors. I was delivering a
speech entitled, Motivational Leadership: The In-
spirational Side of Engaged Leadership. The
CEO of the company walked on stage to give the
introduction.

“Alright, alright. Sit down, shut up, and lis-
ten,” he started. “I have two things to say. One, I
better not see anyone fall asleep in my meeting.
Between the hotel charges, the food bill, and all
the travel expenses, I paid a bunch of money for
you all to be here. If I catch one of you sleeping in
my meeting, you’re fired. Second, you need to pay
attention because we’ve paid this guy to come in
here and help us motivate the troops.” He then
turned to me and said, “And you better do a good
job.” He turned back to the audience and said,
“Please help me welcome Cliff Swindell.”

I have had the pleasure of speaking to several
hundred audiences and enjoyed many different
introductions. Never in my life have I experienced
an introduction quite like that one. It was awful
on so many levels, the least of which was that he
couldn’t even get my name right.
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The evening before the speech I had the op-
portunity to spend some time with this CEO and
some of his leadership team. It was apparent to
me from the beginning of the evening that he was
feared by his leadership team. He had a very
strong personality, to which I am certain he 
attributes his success as a leader.

As a student of human behavior and leader-
ship in particular, I was analyzing his leadership
style throughout dinner. Based on our conversa-
tion, it was clear that he saw himself as a vision-
ary leader. In a very common approach to
leadership, he had the vision, communicated it to
his team, and directed them to pursue it.

At no point did I ever get the impression he
believed he needed to inspire anyone to pursue
the vision. His method of motivation was intimi-
dation, and he expected everyone to perform or
they could find their way to the door. What an ex-
citing place to work!

I’m not denying the considerable power in neg-
ative motivation and management by intimidation.
In fact, there’s no need to look very far to see or-
ganizations built on foundations of negative moti-
vation. Fear is a strong motivating factor. I simply
believe that negative motivation and management
by intimidation will get people to do things for the
wrong reason. Although it will help realize short-
term results, it will do nothing to create engaged
employees. In fact, it will do just the opposite.

Some people enjoy focusing on negative moti-
vation. In fact, we’ve probably all worked for
someone who thrived on it. But overall, I don’t
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think most people want to focus on negative mo-
tivation. In fact, I believe there are only two rea-
sons someone would focus on it. One, they were
led by fear, and they’ve continued the bad habits
of the bad managers they grew up with. And two,
it’s the easy way out. Finding what will inspire
someone is hard. Threatening their employment
is easy. Neither of these reasons is acceptable
when trying to build a culture to overcome em-
ployee disengagement.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you lead with posi-
tive motivation:

• Give employees something to run toward,
not from. In the third challenge, I addressed
the need to set expectations and conse-
quences. The importance of positive conse-
quences was shared, and should be
addressed here as well. Negative motivation
gives employees something to run from. For
example, if you tell an employee that the
next time you catch him making a personal
telephone call you will “write him up,” then
he very well may stop making personal tele-
phone calls because he’s afraid of getting
written up. He is running from the negative
consequence. (Actually, more than likely
he’ll continue to make personal telephone
calls if he works in a culture like that. He’ll
just make sure he doesn’t do it when you’re
around.) On the other hand, positive moti-
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vation gives him something to run toward.
Tell him what positive thing will happen if
he goes the next three months and you
haven’t had to talk to him about making
personal telephone calls.

• Ask employees what will inspire them. One
of the most common questions I receive is
related to ways to motivate employees.
Managers will tell me they’ve done every-
thing they know to do, and they can’t figure
out how to inspire their team members. My
advice to them is always the same. Stop try-
ing to figure out what will motivate them
and ask. Once you know specifically what
inspires them, your efforts at motivation
will work every time.

• Focus on what they’re doing well. The tradi-
tional performance review includes a laun-
dry list of things needing improvement.
There’s nothing wrong with informing em-
ployees of areas of improvement, but start
by telling them what they’re doing well. Re-
member, tell them what they are doing
right, then tell them how they can improve.

• Focus on the best. All employees are impor-
tant, and deserve to be led with positive
motivation. There is no group more deserv-
ing of your attention than the 26 percent at
the top of your organization. These are
usually the first to leave because they don’t
feel recognized. Identify ways to lead with
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positive motivation, and direct it toward
those at the top.

There is a time for negative motivation, but we
should start with positive motivation if we want
people to do things for the right reason and if we
want to build a culture to overcome employee
disengagement.

CHALLENGE SIX: CELEBRATE
SMALL SUCCESSES

Several years ago, I was driving down the road
and saw a dog fall out of the back of a truck. I im-
mediately turned around to make sure the dog
was not hurt, and waited for the owner of the
truck to return to get the dog. No one came to get
the dog. Today she’s mine, and her name is Bleu.

Although I didn’t really want a dog at that
time of my life, I was excited to have her. She was
a great companion, but the fact that she wasn’t
trained was frustrating. So we got in the car and
headed for charm school for dogs.

It was never my intention to train Bleu to do
dog tricks. It was my hope that I could train her to
be a good companion, not an entertainer. My mo-
tivation for training her was simple. I wanted her
to sit and stay when I gave her those commands.

If you’ve ever trained a dog, then you know the
key is repetition and reward. To that end, the in-
structor taught me to reward Bleu every time she
made the smallest progress, and to not reward her
for bad behavior. It became very obvious to me
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that Bleu didn’t care about my ultimate goal of
getting her to sit and stay. She simply wanted the
consistent reward she was getting for her small
accomplishments. However, the end result for rec-
ognizing all those small accomplishments was a
dog that would sit and stay when commanded.

The people who work in your organization
aren’t all that different from Bleu. They may drool
a little less and not find as much joy in chasing
birds, but they do enjoy the consistent rewards
for achieving small successes. My experience has
shown me that most leaders are so focused on the
larger goal, that the achievement of the smaller
goals goes unnoticed.

Some of you may be thinking that a compari-
son of recognizing the performance of a dog and
recognizing the performance of an employee is a
little far-fetched (no pun intended). For those who
think that way, I would encourage you to consider
the game of football to look at how short-term suc-
cesses are celebrated. There certainly is a celebra-
tion by the winning team at the end of the game.
But there are many other celebrations along the
way. Even though they celebrate when they score
a touchdown, they even celebrate every time they
get a first down on the way to the touchdown.

We all set professional goals within our organiza-
tion and look forward to the opportunity to celebrate
the achievement of those goals. It is undeniable that
if we reach our target, the achievement of the large
goal was the collective achievement of many small
goals. How do you celebrate those small successes
within your organization?
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Perhaps some leaders don’t feel a need to rec-
ognize the smaller successes. I would suggest to
you that the challenge is bigger than that. I be-
lieve we get so wrapped up in the pursuit of the
larger vision that we often don’t even recognize the
achievement of the smaller successes. While we
may miss the small successes, our employees sel-
dom do, and walk away feeling underappreciated.

If you haven’t made celebration a priority in
the past, then it won’t be an easy change to make.
Allow for time in your day to seek out and cele-
brate these successes and recognize excellence. It
keeps the team focused and moving forward, and
gives them the opportunity to see the positive
things happening within the organization.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you celebrate small
successes:

• Create an impulsive reward system. Em-
ployees get accustomed to established re-
ward systems. An impulsive reward system
designed specifically to celebrate small suc-
cesses inspires employees to find more
ways to have small successes.

• Establish a dedicated time to celebrate every
day. When employees know that every day
at a certain time the team will be brought
together to celebrate successes from that
specific day, they’ll be inspired to find a way
to be recognized. Also, celebrating with the
team is important. The important thing is
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that every team member has the opportu-
nity to celebrate a job well done.

• Establish a method to celebrate every suc-
cess. In my office, we have a bell that gets
rung every time we book an event. We don’t
ring it at the end of the day. We don’t ring it
once a month when we meet our monthly
goal. We ring it every time we get a booking.
Establish your own way to celebrate every
success in your office.

Keep in mind we’re talking about celebration,
not just activities. I’m not talking about birthday
parties and service anniversaries. These are cer-
tainly important to many employees, but are
completely different from celebrating perfor-
mance achievement. Remember, taking the time
to celebrate each success will help build the mo-
mentum for more success to come.

CHALLENGE SEVEN:
ENCOURAGE LIFE BALANCE

FOR ALL EMPLOYEES

Once upon a time we lived in a world where em-
ployees showed up for work Monday through Fri-
day and worked eight to nine hours then went
home. There was a fine line between work life and
home life. Some of you may remember those
days. For most, it is only a fairy tale.

Somewhere along the way the line between
work and home has blurred. Some experts blame
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it on the Baby Boomer generation and their intro-
duction of the 12-hour work day. While working
so hard to provide for their families and improve
their lifestyles, they raised the bar in business
today. Now that many of the leadership roles are
held by Baby Boomers, the expectation of long
hours has been passed on to the younger genera-
tions as the price of admission to the corner office.

However, more and more employees view the
pursuit of a balanced life as critical to their deci-
sion to remain with, or even join, an employer. In
fact, the opportunity to work for a company that
fosters a balanced life is often more important
than a corner office or significant income.

While a balanced life means different things
to different people, my experience has shown me
that most people just want flexibility. They look
around the organization and see leaders who reg-
ularly adjust their work schedules to accommo-
date their personal lives. In most cases, that’s all
any employee wants.

Management often realizes that offering flexi-
bility is a simple way of offering life balance to all
employees. Sadly, there is often a gap between
the theory of being flexible with employees and
the implementation of the flexibility. For flexibil-
ity to become a reality, there must be more than
just a management practice put into place to
offer flexibility. There must be a willingness on
the part of the management team to support it,
and an eagerness to adjust the culture.

In many organizations, there is a direct con-
flict between a culture that offers life balance
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and a culture that expects all employees to work
long and hard. For example, while technology al-
lows us to have employees available around the
clock, we can’t expect them to be in “instant re-
sponse” mode when they’ve taken time away
from work for personal reasons. When these two
cultures collide, life balance is often required to
take a back seat.

Finding a way to balance work and home in
today’s fast-paced world is not a simple task. For
employees, it’s a matter of getting the flexibility
from their employer to balance all the aspects of
life while putting in the work needed to advance
their career. For employers, it’s a matter of meet-
ing the needs of the business while offering the
flexibility. With a little effort, both sides can find
a way to make it work.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you encourage life
balance for all employees:

• Take advantage of technology. Years ago I
had an employee who wanted to work from
home two days a week. She was a new par-
ent, and the flexibility that came from work-
ing from home was significant for her. Her
job responsibilities didn’t require her to be
in the office to complete her work, so we
took advantage of the available technology
to offer her that flexibility.

• Change your mindset. For an employer who
grew up in a world where employees came to
work to do their job, the thought of allowing
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someone to work from home may be foreign.
In the case mentioned earlier, it was difficult
for me at first to envision an employee actu-
ally getting any work done outside the of-
fice. I trusted her, and I changed my
mindset in order to allow the flexibility she
needed to find life balance.

• Make a list of the flexibilities you enjoy. As a
leader, you probably have flexibilities to
balance your home and work life. Chances
are your employees would enjoy these flexi-
bilities, as well. To whatever extent they
have the ability based on their job, give
them some of these freedoms.

• Protect their time off. A balanced employee is
a productive employee. If they’ve worked six
days in a row and they finally have a day
off, protect their time off by allowing them
to enjoy it. Unless it’s an emergency, don’t
require them to answer cell phone calls and
e-mails. Although technology makes it con-
venient, encourage them to spend their per-
sonal time doing personal things.

• Set the example of life balance. If you take a
vacation, take a vacation. If you call in
every few hours, you’re setting an example
employees think they need to follow. If
you’re the first person in the office and the
last one to leave, you’re setting an example
employees think they need to follow. Be
aware of the example you set.
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A significant aspect of Motivational Leader-
ship is allowing employees to find life balance. As
more and more employees view the pursuit of a
balanced life as critical to their decision to re-
main with an employer, you increase the chance
they’ll stay and be engaged by providing an envi-
ronment of flexibility.

CHALLENGE EIGHT: CREATE A
FAIR WORK ENVIRONMENT

Human resource professionals spend an abun-
dance of their time ensuring a fair work environ-
ment. In fact, many companies have employees
whose sole job is to see that the myriad of laws
designed to ensure fairness are enforced. These
laws are designed to guarantee employees can
work in an environment free of discrimination
and harassment. They are designed to ensure fair
hiring practices, employee privacy, and a safe
and healthy workplace.

The list of laws in place today goes on and on.
I’m not a lawyer, so I’m certainly not going to pro-
vide legal advice, although I encourage you to fol-
low all the laws required for creating a fair work
environment. Not only will it keep you out of
court, it will enhance your chance of developing a
culture of employee engagement.

When I refer to creating a fair work environ-
ment, I’m not including what you’re required by
law to do. It’s expected you’ll do those things. I’m
referring to a fairness that engages the disengaged
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employee. By nature, we compare ourselves to
others. We compare how much money we make to
other employees. We compare what rewards we get
to other employees. We compare the attention we
get to other employees.

It is almost impossible to expect an employee
to feel engaged in the workforce when she feels
she hasn’t been treated fairly. All too often we
think we have to treat people equally, and as a
result, we stop being fair.

I remember an occasion years ago where an
employee asked to leave work early to attend her
daughter’s dance recital. When I granted the em-
ployee’s request, I had a fellow manager ap-
proach me and say, “If you do that for her, you’ll
have to do it for everyone.” I disagreed and con-
tinue to disagree today.

The next day I had some employees come to
me to complain that it wasn’t fair since they didn’t
get to leave early. When I explained that my goal
was to treat people fairly, and that I would make
exceptions for them when they needed it, they un-
derstood. I believe the first person who said he
wanted equal treatment is the first person who
didn’t get fair treatment.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you create a fair
work environment:

• Compensate fairly. There may not be a law
that requires you to pay one employee the
same as another, but if her performance is
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significantly better than her colleague’s,
don’t be surprised if she leaves. And don’t
be surprised if she stays and joins the
ranks of the disengaged employees.

• Reward systems. Reward systems can
have such a tremendous impact motivating
an employee when it’s done in a fair man-
ner. Different achievements require differ-
ent rewards. But if an employee reaches a
milestone and the reward is a gift certifi-
cate to Outback Steakhouse, and his peer
reaches the same milestone and the re-
ward is a trip to Cancun, don’t be sur-
prised if the first employee leaves to work
for your competitor.

• Be consistent when enforcing consequences.
In the third challenge, I addressed the need
to set expectations and consequences, and
the importance of enforcing consequences
in order to drive certain behaviors. If you
enforce consequences for some employees
but not others, you create an environment
of unfairness, and drive people toward dis-
engagement.

Some people may say that life isn’t fair, but if
you want to motivate your team and build a cul-
ture to overcome employee disengagement, treat
people fairly.
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Organizational
Leadership

Without a clear vision for an organization,
future growth is a constant challenge.

Without inspired employees to help the organiza-
tion pursue the vision, the journey is dull at best.
But without the right team in place to make it all
happen, the task of building an organization is
virtually impossible.

Building the organization to make it all happen
is the third and final aspect of creating a culture to
overcome employee disengagement, and it’s called
Organizational Leadership. While Motivational Lead-
ership focuses on the inspiration of individual em-
ployees, Organizational Leadership focuses on the
development of the team. And while it may be the
third of the three aspects, it in no way should be
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considered the least important. All three have equal
importance in developing a culture to overcome em-
ployee disengagement.

Employees come and go, even when a cul-
ture has been developed to enhance employee
engagement. Knowing that some of those em-
ployees who leave are significant contributors to
the organization, we have a responsibility to
cultivate a culture that will last far beyond a
single person.

I remember when Herb Kelleher made the an-
nouncement he was passing the torch to new
leadership at Southwest Airlines. A friend of mine
thought the entire organization would change.
“Without his personality and the influence he had
over the culture of the airline,” my friend said,
“there is no way that airline will be the same.”

My friend was right. There is no doubt the or-
ganization is different without Herb Kelleher in-
volved in the day-to-day activities of the business.
However, the organization didn’t change. The air-
line didn’t close its doors. In fact, Southwest Air-
lines has been tremendously successful since his
departure. The leadership of that organization
stepped in and continued much of what made the
airline successful in the first place.

The same is true for any company that devel-
ops the team instead of focusing on individuals.
If we know people will come and go, there must
be an effort to build the organization so the pur-
suit of the vision continues.

By meeting the four challenges as outlined in
this section of Organizational Leadership, you
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can ensure a strong team is in place to carry the
organization toward the vision.

CHALLENGE NINE:
IDENTIFY AND POSITION

THE APPROPRIATE TALENT

I’ve had the good fortune to work with some in-
credible companies over the years. Some had
great teams in place, but struggled to find the
right business strategy. Others had a fine-tuned
business strategy, but they lacked the talent to
pull it off.

In his book Good to Great (New York:
HarperCollins, 2001), author Jim Collins
shares what he found in organizations that
were making the transformation from good to
great. His observation is that most organiza-
tions figure out where they want to go and then
recruit the team. He then shares that the lead-
ers who took their teams from good to great
first started by recruiting the right people, then
decided where they wanted to go. That’s a bril-
liant observation.

If you’re in a position of transforming your
entire organization and possibly altering the 
direction of the company, that concept is excep-
tional. There is no doubt in my mind that an 
organization going through complete transfor-
mation should build the organization with that
concept. If, however, you are not in a posi-
tion to modify your company or organization, 
there are realistic steps you can take to build a
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strong organization to pursue your existing 
vision.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you identify and po-
sition the appropriate talent:

• Inventory your talent. Determine if you have
the right people in the right places in your
organization. In the fable, Jill was a very ef-
fective call center rep who got promoted be-
cause of her performance. She was smart
enough to return to her roots when she re-
alized management wasn’t the right career
for her, but many employees won’t make
that jump once they’ve settled in to a job
with more pay and flexibility. If needed,
move your employees around until you get
them in the right position to benefit them
and the company.

• Determine who needs to go. First of all, give
the culture of employee engagement the
chance to work. Once you have, determine
if there are employees who need to go. Work
to develop them. Work to inspire them.
Once you’ve done everything in your power
to help them and you’ve determined it’s
time for them to go, follow every procedure
and law to terminate their employment.

• Recruit the appropriate talent. Once you’ve
identified your needs, go out and get the
right people. Don’t settle for mediocrity and
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don’t try to get off cheap. If you need a good
technician, go find the best technician and
pay him what he’s worth. It will cost you
more money in the long-run if you try to
save money upfront.

• Hire for leadership needs. A banker I met at
a state banking conference told me the
biggest problem they had at their bank was
too many bankers. He said, “We never con-
sider our need to fill leadership positions
with good leaders. We just fill leadership
positions with good bankers.” Interesting
point. If you need strong leadership, go find
a good leader. Depending on the position
you’re filling, it may be easier to teach the
skills needed for that job than to teach the
leadership skills needed to lead.

• Hire for attitude. Years ago I drove past a
restaurant with a sign out front that read,
“Now Hiring Smiling Faces.” I remember
thinking to myself, “Apparently you can
have no skills at all, but as long as you’re
smiling, you can work for us!” Although I
didn’t think it was a very smart approach
back then, it makes a lot of sense now. You
see, you can’t teach nice. You can’t teach
happy. But you can teach the skills that go
along with the job you’re filling. Start out
with the right type of employee.

• Be honest. If you make promises you can’t
keep, don’t be surprised when employees
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leave. If someone tells you the opportunity
for advancement is important, don’t hire him
if you know there won’t be opportunities for
advancement because of the size or structure
of the company. It’s not fair to him, and it
won’t be fair to the company when he be-
comes disengaged or packs up and leaves.

• Give challenging and meaningful work.
You’ve moved around your existing team to
maximize their potential. You’ve gone out
and recruited the appropriate talent. Now
put them to work. Employees become dis-
engaged when they think their potential
and time is being wasted.

• Train them. Once you have them, train
them. Do not assume since employees came
to the table with the skills you need that you
won’t need to provide professional develop-
ment. An untrained employee is a disen-
gaged employee.

You can have an extraordinary vision, but if
you haven’t identified and positioned the appro-
priate talent, all the effort and motivation in the
world won’t get you there.

CHALLENGE TEN: BUILD A
BRIDGE BETWEEN GENERATIONS

My very first professional speech was on bringing
generations together in the workplace. It was ti-
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tled Generation X in a Baby Boomer World. I had
an extreme passion for the topic of generations
back then, and continue to have it today.

Back then my passion came from my experi-
ences in corporate America. Every boss I had was
a part of the Baby Boomer generation. I am a part
of Generation X. Although I enjoyed my time in
corporate America, I realized after I was gone that
my biggest challenge was trying to live in a Baby
Boomer world.

Don’t get me wrong. I don’t think there’s any-
thing wrong with Baby Boomers. In fact, in many
ways I am more like a Baby Boomer than an Xer.
It’s just that each generation is a product of their
experiences. The Baby Boomers had different ex-
periences, and grew up in a different world. As a
result, we all have different expectations. When
those different expectations collide in the work-
place, conflict arises.

There are many criticisms of Xers. Perhaps
the biggest is a lack of dedication. In fact, I’m fre-
quently asked if the disengaged employees in
most organizations are from the younger genera-
tions. I believe employee disengagement is a
problem across all generations, and the Gallup
Management Journal’s fourth national survey of
U.S. workers reinforced that belief when it
showed that workers who say they are engaged
varied only slightly by age group.

In that survey, for workers aged 18 to 24, 35
percent indicated they were engaged. For workers
aged 25 to 34, 29 percent indicated they were 
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engaged. For workers 35 to 49, 30 percent indi-
cated they were engaged. And for workers 50 and
older, 29 percent indicated they were engaged.

Today my passion for the topic of generations
continues for a different reason. Back when I first
started as a professional speaker it was because I
wanted to share my experiences. Now I want to
share my observations having worked with hun-
dreds of clients over the years.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you build a bridge
between generations:

• Understand the generations. Do some re-
search and learn about how each genera-
tion got the way it is. Learn what motivates
them, and why they think the way they
think. No two generational experts can
agree on the names for the generations or
the date ranges, so don’t get caught up in
small differences in what you read. Just
keep in mind that before you can ever begin
to adjust to the generations, you must un-
derstand them.

• Suspend judgment. We all have ideas about
what each generation is like. We think some
are spoiled and some are lazy. We think some
aren’t willing to pay their dues and feel a
sense of entitlement. There may even be some
truth to those accusations. But in order to
understand them, you need to suspend judg-
ment long enough to learn about them.
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• Don’t treat everyone the same. Once you learn
about them, you’ll understand why people
are the way they are. You’ll understand that
people have different needs depending on
where they are in their employment cycle,
and the key to reaching them is to under-
stand their needs in each cycle.

With multiple generations in the workforce
today, an effort must be made to build a bridge
between generations. It’s a significant part of de-
veloping a team to realize the company’s vision.

CHALLENGE ELEVEN: MOVE
TOWARD REAL EMPOWERMENT

Empowerment is an amazing thing. Every em-
ployer I know wants employees who solve prob-
lems and take responsibility for their actions.
In a nutshell, they want empowered employees.
Every employee I know wants to be trusted and
given flexibility in the way they do their job. 
In a nutshell, they want to be empowered
employees.

While empowerment may have been a huge
buzzword for the past decade or more, it is per-
haps the least understood of most management
practices. The concept is simple. If we give people
more responsibility, then they’re empowered. If
we give people the power to make decisions, then
they’re empowered. Empowerment is so much
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more than that, and is based far more on culture
than distribution of tasks.

Since empowerment is a product of an en-
gaged culture, true empowerment is not achieved
by a list of action items. However, I believe there
are some practical ideas I can share that will con-
tribute to your culture of employee engagement.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you move toward
real empowerment:

• Provide information. Everyone holding this
book needs information to make good deci-
sions. As you move toward an empowered
environment where employees make their
own decisions, you must give them the
same information you require to make
sound decisions.

• Give authority with the responsibility. As
leaders, we have both authority and re-
sponsibility (or at least we should have
both). For most managers, when they give
responsibility, they assume the authority
goes along with it. “Give someone a task
and get out of the way!” If you give them a
task, ultimate success will be based on
the level of authority they have to com-
plete the task.

• Share your power. If you truly want employ-
ees around you to succeed in an empowered
environment, then you must share your
power. Most employees who have never
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worked in an empowered organization have
never had the power to make decisions, so
it’s going to take a while for them to get
comfortable.

• Stop solving their problems. Most employees
bring problems to their bosses to find some-
one else to make the decision. To move to-
ward empowerment, require employees to
bring you three possible solutions to any
challenge they may have. Ask them which
they would choose if they were making the
decision, and determine if you support it. If
you have good employees, you will be amazed
at how often they come up with the right so-
lution without any help from management.

• Get your team thinking about problems and
solutions. If there isn’t much true empower-
ment in your organization today, your team
members probably try to avoid problems.
Create specific processes that reward em-
ployees for finding problems and suggest-
ing solutions to fix them. This exercise
creates a complete shift in thinking which
helps make the transition to an empowered
organization.

When all is said and done, more is said than
done when it comes to empowerment. It’s not an
easy task, but it’s an essential element of suc-
cess, and it is a vital piece of the puzzle of En-
gaged Leadership.
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CHALLENGE TWELVE:
ESTABLISH A STRATEGY
TO MAINTAIN SUCCESS

Within each of the 11 previous challenges, I
have shared leadership tasks and management
tasks. Since I mention both throughout the
book, perhaps it would be appropriate to give
my view on the two, although I think far too
much attention is given to the debate of leader-
ship versus management.

First of all, let me be perfectly clear that I rec-
ognize there is a difference between the two.
Leaders have a vision, a passion to pursue that
vision, and a belief they can make it a reality.
Their focus is on the future. Managers are more
task-oriented. Their focus is on the present.
These are two different aspects of leading people
around you, but they are not two different people.

There are times when leaders will be required
to do managerial things, and there are times
when managers will be required to do leadership
things. For this last challenge, it will require you
to call on the leader in you, because this one is
all about the future.

If you’ve ever served on the board of directors
for an association or nonprofit organization, then
you know the leadership changes regularly. It’s
nearly impossible to keep the momentum going
from year to year because everyone changes.

Not long ago the former president of a state
association shared this story with me. A current
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board member of the association approached him
and said, “Things were great when you were our
leader. Now that you’re gone, it’s all fallen apart.”

He explained that while he considered it a com-
pliment that the organization worked well under
his leadership, he felt he had failed to prepare the
organization for the future. He said to me, “I real-
ized I didn’t establish a strategy to maintain suc-
cess after I was gone. In a way, all the good I did as
the president of the association was negated by
the fact I didn’t plan for the future.”

He was right. A sign of real leadership is not
what you do while you’re leading an organiza-
tion, but how well the organization does after
you’re gone.

To get you started, here are some recom-
mended action items to help you establish a
strategy to maintain success:

• Create a succession plan. Every organiza-
tion wants to keep its best employees and
continuously strengthen its team. The real-
ity is people leave. When it’s a planned de-
parture, the transition can go relatively
smooth. However, unexpected and unpre-
dictable departures cause some organiza-
tions to go into panic mode. Taking the time
to build an organization with a culture of
employee engagement and not having a
succession plan makes no sense at all.
Have a succession plan in place for employ-
ees at all levels.
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• Document procedures. Every day people
leave their employers and walk out the
door with company assets. I’m not refer-
ring to pencils or paper clips. I’m referring
to something much more valuable than of-
fice supplies. I’m referring to intellectual
property. If you know of initiatives one of
your employees is doing that you want re-
peated after they’re gone, document the
procedures.

So much effort goes into leading an organiza-
tion, as does developing a culture of employee en-
gagement. To ensure continued success, lay a
solid foundation so the organization can continue
realizing its vision.
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The Importance
of Character Core

In the fable, Seth learned about the importance
of character from a cab driver named Barry.

Barry seemed to think someone can lack integrity
in his personal life, but still have integrity in his
professional life. While there may be many people
who share Barry’s opinion, Seth was not one of
them, and neither am I. In fact, I believe there is
no way to separate what you do in your private life
from what you do in your professional life when it
comes to character. You either have character or
you don’t. Period. You can’t turn it on and off.

Every day you are faced with a myriad of op-
tions and opportunities. You make decisions re-
garding these options and opportunities based on
a set of values, and if you don’t have those values
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in place in your personal life, then you certainly
don’t have them in your professional life.

This leads me to the whole idea of business
ethics. From time to time I will get a call from
someone asking if I can do a program for their
company on the topic of business ethics. With
the increasing number of high-profile corporate
scandals, many companies want to ensure they
keep their name off the front page of the news-
paper. I certainly see the problem of ethics in the
workplace, but I do not believe it is an issue of
business ethics. Why? Because businesses don’t
make decisions—people make decisions:

• Enron failed not because the organization
made bad decisions. Enron failed because
certain individuals made bad decisions.

• WorldCom suffered not because the organi-
zation made bad decisions. WorldCom suf-
fered because certain individuals made bad
decisions.

• Martha Stewart spent time in jail not because
Martha Stewart Living OmniMedia made bad
decisions. Martha Stewart spent time in jail
because Martha Stewart made bad decisions.

I could fill these pages with examples of busi-
ness failure, but not one of them failed because
the organization made a bad decision. Every sin-
gle example is the result of a person lacking per-
sonal ethics.

Leadership expert and best-selling author John
C. Maxwell says it best in his book, There’s No
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Such Thing as Business Ethics: Discover the One
Rule for Making Decisions (Nashville, TN: Faith
Words, 2003). In the book, Maxwell observes: “One
of our problems is that ethics is never a business
issue or a social issue or a political issue. It is al-
ways a personal issue.” No truer words have ever
been spoken.

The leadership of any company or organization
is based on the strong character of the individuals
running the organization. Too many leaders today
believe if they have the characteristics that make
up a good leader, then character shouldn’t be an
issue. However, I maintain that it doesn’t matter
how good you are at the mechanics of leadership 
if the people in your organization question your
character.

Employees watch their leaders much more
than leaders think they do. Quite often they are
looking for congruency in what we say and what
we do. If we say family values are important, but
we go to happy hour and begin flirting with a mar-
ried coworker after enough cocktails to blur our
vision, we have shown a lack of congruence in
what we say and what we do. If we say that spend-
ing time with loved ones is important, but we work
14 hours a day and most weekends while leaving
family members at home alone, we have shown a
lack of congruence in what we say and what we
do. If we say honesty is an important value, but we
ask an employee to lie to a customer by telling him
we’re out of the office because we’re not prepared
to speak with him, we have shown a lack of con-
gruence in what we say and what we do.
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I firmly believe that no one wakes up in the
morning and says, “I wonder what I can do today
to be unethical.” But with the desire to achieve a
high level of business success, many people will
make unethical decisions based on their desire to
get ahead. I suppose we can call this “conven-
ience ethics,” by making our decisions based on
what is convenient (or profitable) at the time
rather than on what is right.

I’ve ended this book addressing character be-
cause it is vital to the success of Engaged Lead-
ership. As you can see from the model, it is at the
core of everything we do as Directional, Motiva-
tional, and Organizational leaders. When our
employees follow us based on our strong charac-
ter, we give Engaged Leadership the opportunity
to work.
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Conclusion

It took several years for this book to make it
from ideas to paper. On occasion I would be en-

couraged by some colleagues to “just get it out,”
because it would add credibility to my career as a
consultant, speaker, and trainer. I rejected that
advice each time I got it, knowing I wanted to be
pleased with my effort. I waited until it was right,
and I am proud of the finished product.

As I travel around the world speaking, I am
constantly amazed at how receptive people are to
learning about leadership. My experience has
been that people are absolutely exhausted with
being managed and utterly starved for being led.

I truly believe the concepts presented in En-
gaged Leadership are what people are looking for
today. They want to understand, and be a part of,
the bigger picture and long-term vision. You can
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provide that with Directional Leadership. They
want to be inspired to pursue that long-term vi-
sion. You can provide that with Motivational
Leadership. They want to be a part of a strong,
productive team. And you can provide that with
Organizational Leadership.

When you combine all three aspects of En-
gaged Leadership, and do it with all the character
needed to be seen as a leader, you have become
engaged in the leadership process.

The application of Engaged Leadership takes
a dedicated effort, but it should not mean you
need to work more to attain it. In fact, we are
working too many 60-hour weeks. I have much
more respect for the effective leader who works
a normal work week and goes home to his or
her family than an ineffective leader who must
work 60 hours to do what others can get done
in 40 hours.

Above all, I believe people are looking for some-
one to express optimism for the future. They want
leaders who don’t let obstacles stop them. They
want leaders to keep hope alive. The time is right
for enthusiasm. It is my hope that you seize the
moment.
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