


PRAISE FOR TO BE HONEST

Ron A. Carucci has put his finger on what our organizations and our world 
needs most right now—truth-telling in a way that people can hear, and 
closing the gap between who we say we are and what we do. In To Be 
Honest, Carucci recognizes that serving justice is not only a leader’s and an 
organization’s highest purpose, he has given us a well-lit path to meaningful 
work, joyful community, innovative organizations, and the society we want 
for our children and theirs.
Jay Coen Gilbert, Co-founder of B Lab and the B Corp movement, and CEO at 

Imperative 21

A powerful tour de force! To Be Honest is an exceptional compilation of 
stories, well-researched insights, and truth for leaders to keep the trust of 
their teams and lead through difficult situations. This is a must-read for 
every business professional if they want the keys to building trusting, 
foundational leadership.
Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times bestselling author of Triggers, Mojo, and 

What Got You Here Won’t Get You There

The world is clamoring for leadership they can trust and emulate. As our 
experience of dishonesty has escalated in business, government, and all forms 
of media, we continue to raise the bar exponentially for honesty in our 
leaders. In To Be Honest, Carucci provides leaders a treasure trove of 
practical guidance and inspiring cases to shape their personal leadership, and 
their organizations, into examples of honesty others will be proud to follow.
Jennifer McCollum, CEO at Linkage

To Be Honest is a fresh look at a concept our world has too long taken for 
granted. Ron A. Carucci masterfully weaves together inspiring stories with 
groundbreaking research—you simply won’t come away from this book 
unchanged.
Dr. Tasha Eurich, New York Times bestselling author of Insight and Bankable 

Leadership
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Honesty with ourselves and in our day-to-day interactions is a force 
multiplier. But how do we achieve this? Ron A. Carucci brilliantly gives us 
the frameworks and stories to help us leverage honesty as a superpower to 
generate hope, trust, and a lasting legacy for ourselves and those around us.
Sanyin Siang, Professor at Duke University, Executive Director at Coach K 

Center on Leadership and Ethics at Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business, 

and winner of Thinkers50 Marshall Goldsmith Coaching and Mentoring Award

Nations, corporations, universities, and communities of all kinds are hungry 
for greater honesty from their leaders and organizations. However, even the 
most well-intending among them fall short in delivering truth, justice, and 
purpose to those they serve. To Be Honest will dramatically change that 
story. Read this book with your entire team and—together—change the 
world around you. There is so much at stake.
Jim Clifton, Chairman and CEO at Gallup

Leaders, at every organizational level, are increasingly facing the challenges 
of our complex world where their leadership and character are put to the 
test. Great leadership today spans well beyond our corporate walls into 
society and the communities in which we operate. To Be Honest is a powerful 
guide for any leader who wants to lean into candid, messy conversations 
confident and prepared, bolster your courage to do the right thing, even 
when it’s hard, and live fully in your purpose instead of being asleep at your 
own switch. You will emerge from your experience of this book more 
passionate about truth, justice, and purpose than you imagined possible.
Sandy Stelling, Vice President of Strategy, Analytics, and Transformation at 

Alaska Airlines

There are so many reasons to read Ron A. Carucci’s new book, but if I were 
to name just one, I would say because it will help you see that voicing and 
enacting your values—effectively—is actually possible in so many more ways 
and contexts than we typically believe it to be. Through positive stories, 
through compelling research evidence, through inspiriting and accessible 
prose, Carucci shares hope, commitment, and, importantly, actionable 
strategies for values-driven leadership. Readers cannot help but come away 
both more inspired and more morally competent.
Mary C. Gentile, PhD, author of Giving Voice to Values and University of Virginia 

Darden School of Business professor
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A practical, resourceful, and fascinating must-read for any organizational 
leader. To Be Honest is a thoughtful book rooted in years of psychology and 
behavioral science research. Supplemented by personal stories and journeys 
of those who have faced the challenge of what it truly means to be honest 
and how that principle fundamentally affects behaviors, Ron A. Carucci 
masterfully created an action-oriented resource to be used in the workplace 
and beyond. One would be remiss if To Be Honest did not reside in their 
personal library.
Tiffany A. Archer, JD, Ethics and Compliance Officer at Panasonic Avionics

Our world is starved to move past polarization and “we–they” behavior, 
and come together to embrace our differences, and have greater civic 
discourse on the most important issues of the day. What we need is a guide 
on how to do this effectively—with empathy, moral leadership, and the 
courage to be honest. To Be Honest is an inspirational, compelling compass 
to guide us on the path to become the best versions of ourselves and the 
most honest we can be.
Ananya Mukherjee, Provost at University of British Columbia

To Be Honest is an absolute gift of timeless (and timely) wisdom and persua-
sive empirical evidence. You can read this book to be a better person or to 
be a better leader. Either way, the world wins. Ron A. Carucci pulls off a 
wonderful trick—he invites us to get uncomfortable and reflect on the gaps 
between our aspirations and our behavior, but he does so with warmth and 
grace, through accessible and, at times, deeply moving stories. Better still, he 
offers practical guidance to help us build more vibrant organizations 
through honesty, integrity, justice, and empathy.
Miguel Padró, The Purpose College, The Aspen Institute

iii



THIS PAGE IS INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK

iv



To Be Honest
Lead with the Power of  

Truth, Justice and Purpose

Ron A. Carucci

v



Publisher’s note
Every possible effort has been made to ensure that the information contained in this book is 
accurate at the time of going to press, and the publishers and authors cannot accept 
responsibility for any errors or omissions, however caused. No responsibility for loss or 
damage occasioned to any person acting, or refraining from action, as a result of the material 
in this publication can be accepted by the editor, the publisher or the author.

First published in Great Britain and the United States in 2021 by Kogan Page Limited

Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of research or private study, or criticism or review, as 
permitted under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, this publication may only be 
reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form or by any means, with the prior permission in 
writing of the publishers, or in the case of reprographic reproduction in accordance with the terms 
and licences issued by the CLA. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside these terms should be 
sent to the publishers at the undermentioned addresses:

2nd Floor, 45 Gee Street
London
EC1V 3RS
United Kingdom

www.koganpage.com

122 W 27th St, 10th Floor
New York, NY 10001
USA

4737/23 Ansari Road
Daryaganj
New Delhi 110002
India

Kogan Page books are printed on paper from sustainable forests.

© Ron A. Carucci, 2021

The right of Ron A. Carucci to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in 
accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

ISBNs

Hardback	 978 1 3986 0066 9
Ebook	 978 1 3986 0067 6

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Carucci, Ron A., author.
Title: To be honest: lead with the power of truth, justice, and purpose /

Ron Carucci.
Description: London, United Kingdom; New York, NY : Kogan Page, [2021] |

Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2021001346 (print) | LCCN 2021001347 (ebook) | ISBN

9781398600669 (hardback) | ISBN 9781398600676 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Honesty in the workplace. | Leadership–Moral and ethical

aspects.
Classification: LCC HF5549.5.H66 C356 2021 (print) | LCC HF5549.5.H66

(ebook) | DDC 174/.4–dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021001346
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021001347
Copyright registration number: TXu 2-228-601

Typeset by Integra Software Services Pondicherry
Print production managed by Jellyfish
Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY

vi

http://www.koganpage.com
https://lccn.loc.gov/2021001346
https://lccn.loc.gov/2021001347


For all those who fight every day for a world of greater truth, justice, and 
purpose. For your unsung heroism, your silent suffering and sacrifice, and 
your inspiring example, this book is dedicated to honoring your stories so 

that the rest of us might, in some small way, emulate them.

A portion of this book’s proceeds will go to

The Equal Justice Initiative
(www.eji.org)

and

Ethical Systems
(www.ethicalsystems.org)

to support the extraordinary work they do in the world.
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FOREWORD

I am a social psychologist who moved from a psychology department (at the 
University of Virginia) to a business school (New York University’s Stern 
School of Business) in 2011. The bridge I crossed was business ethics—my 
entire career has been spent studying moral psychology, and in 2011 the 
world was still digging out from the rubble of the global financial crisis, 
which was caused in large part by bad ethics at many financial institutions. 
I therefore thought this would be easy; all I had to do was apply my research, 
and the research of others, to corporate life. I thought, “Surely when busi-
ness leaders see the research on how to promote ethics in their organizations, 
they’ll want to apply it.” I founded a non-profit collaboration of researchers 
at EthicalSystems.org to make the academic research accessible and applica-
ble to anyone trying to improve their organization and its ethical culture.

If you are in the business world, you are probably now laughing at my 
naïveté. It is hard to understand what is really happening inside a company, 
and harder still to change its culture. Furthermore, everyone is busy, they 
don’t have time to read research summaries; they want answers to the prob-
lems they are facing right now.

That is why this book is so important. To Be Honest is the best book I 
have read about corporate culture, and Ron Carucci is the best guide I can 
imagine for anyone who wants to set off on the arduous journey to strengthen 
their culture.

What makes this book so great?

●● First, Ron is charming and disarming. His love for this work shines 
through on every page. You get to know him and trust him as you read 
the book.

●● Second, Ron backs up his claims with hundreds of citations from the 
academic literature. He is building the bridge between behavioral science 
and business that we try to build at EthicalSystems.org.

●● Third, the book distills the lessons gleaned from his own 15-year research 
study comprised of over 3,000 interviews Ron and his firm conducted 
with corporate executives and employees. To understand a company, you 
can’t just gather quantitative data; you have to be something of an 
anthropologist—an expert listener and observer. That’s Ron, and his firm, 
Navalent.
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Forewordxiv

●● Fourth, Ron gives you a simple yet powerful framework for thinking 
about ethics: honesty is the goal, but it’s an expanded conception of 
honesty, incorporating truth, justice, and purpose. To be honest, you have 
to say the right thing (truth), do the right thing (justice), and say and do 
the right thing for the right reason (purpose).

●● Fifth, unlike any book that an academic like me could write, Ron gives 
you hundreds of specific ideas for increasing honesty in your organization. 
Each chapter ends with suggestions for how to “get busy,” followed by a 
recap of the most important ideas in the chapter. This is a book designed 
to be turned into practice, to help you address the problems that you face 
right now, as well as heading off the problems you’d otherwise face down 
the road.

In short, To Be Honest is a practical, fun-to-read and backed-by-research 
guidebook for improving your ethical culture. It would be an ideal common 
read for the leadership team at your company—or perhaps for all employees. 
If your team were to read one chapter each week and discuss it each Monday 
morning, I can almost guarantee that in 10 weeks, you’d have a more honest 
company, one better able to gain the trust of all stakeholders, and better able 
to attract and retain the most talented employees.

In our age of social media, anxiety, and political polarization, corporate 
cultures are changing. I can see this change in the MBA students I have 
taught since 2011. With each passing year, students care more about sustain-
ability, ethics, and corporate social responsibility. They expect to have more 
“voice.” So, change is coming to your company. It’s going to involve some 
difficult conversations, and perhaps elevated levels of internal conflict. In the 
last few years, I have heard people in many organizations say they feel like 
they are “walking on eggshells,” or “walking through a minefield.” Anchoring 
your culture and your conversations in a rich and shared conception of 
honesty will help you to navigate these hazards, and guide your company or 
team to a healthier, more cooperative way of working together.

Jonathan Haidt 
Thomas Cooley Professor of Ethical Leadership, NYU 

and author of The Righteous Mind
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Introduction

Here’s how these things start.

You are in a business review meeting where people are presenting their goals 
for the coming 12 months, following a tough year. Everyone is presenting 
wildly optimistic strategies for growth that are totally disconnected from 
each other and supported by sketchy data. You’re sure that if you went 
around the room and asked each person “What is our company’s core strat-
egy?” you’d get as many different answers as there are people. But you also 
know that the desperation behind these unrealistic commitments is being 
fueled by people not wanting to be seen as uncommitted or incompetent.

***

It’s annual performance review season, and everyone is nervous about 
whether they’ll get a raise. People are worried the boss will only give to his 
“favorites,” so everyone is busy embellishing their accomplishments while 
diminishing everyone else’s to make their case. There’s a widespread feeling 
that the game is rigged.

***

You walk out of a meeting during which a major problem was discussed but 
no clear decision was made about how to address it—no one even talked 
about the real reasons for it. Despite this, everyone exchanged knowing 
glances about the obviously unspoken explanations. Now it’s unclear what’s 
supposed to happen—and the people who should be taking charge seem 
curiously relieved there was no resolution.

***

Two historically rivaling departments are facing a major customer problem 
and are forced to work together to resolve it. Each is blaming the other for 
the problem, arguing over whose budget should pay to fix it and exaggerating 
the other department’s responsibility for the calamity.

1
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Do any of these scenes sound familiar? These are more than just routine 
irritating experiences in organizational life. They are the conditions that set 
the stage for much bigger problems. Left unresolved, here are the crossroads 
that can follow.

In the mid-1980s, two manufacturing companies learned that their 
products were poisoning people, in some cases, fatally.

One of the companies, which had suspected this was the case for decades, 
mounted a colossal cover-up, continuing to poison and kill people for 
another 15 years. The other launched a comprehensive investigation into 
their entire manufacturing process, leading to a transformation of their 
supply chain that included using only organic raw materials that no longer 
poisoned people.

***

After emerging from the 2008 financial crisis, financial services corporations 
had to find new ways to compete. Exploiting the deregulation that had 
allowed their industry to issue questionably backed subprime mortgages to 
high-risk borrowers with poor credit was no longer an option. One financial 
services powerhouse doubled down on restoring trust with their customers 
and ramping up high levels of service across all their markets. Another firm, 
(once) one of the highest-regarded companies in the world, hatched one of 
the most corrupt schemes in corporate history, cross-selling hundreds of 
millions of dollars of unauthorized products to unknowing customers.

***

Two employees from two different companies are each sitting around a 
conference table in meetings with their respective boss and peers. In both 
meetings, people face a complex problem that presents a major threat to the 
company’s future. In one meeting, amidst a spirited conversation about what 
could be done to solve the problem, the employee offers a wildly unorthodox 
idea that at first draws silence from her group, making her feel uncomfortable 
for having spoken up. But her boss sees something insightful in the idea, 
invites the team to build on it, and the conversation leads to a breakthrough. 
In the other meeting, after finishing a long tirade about how disappointed he 
is, the boss asks his team for their ideas on what needs to happen to solve 
their problem. The room grows more silent as the boss grows more impatient. 
The employee in that meeting knows how to solve the problem but concludes 
the risk of speaking up is just too great, so he chooses to remain silent.

***
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In organizations all over the world, people stumble upon crossroads like 
these daily. Some appear inconsequential, like the earlier scenes. Others 
show up with world-changing implications, like the latter scenes. When the 
rubber hits the road, some companies and leaders make transformational 
choices of integrity and courage. Others, well, don’t. We all want to believe 
we’d be the honest hero in the story if faced with the challenge.

But would we? What determines which way things turn out? What influ-
ences how we choose one option over another?

Those are the very questions this book seeks to answer.

Me, And How I Got Here

Several years ago, in my role as consultant and advisor at my firm, Navalent, 
a strategic organizational change and executive leadership consultancy, I 
was sitting across the conference table from the executive vice president of 
strategy for a $30 billion global food company. Let’s call him Rick. His 
company had just been through a failed acquisition. What he told me that 
day stunned me: they’d suspected all along it would go bust:

We spent nearly $3.5 billion and we all were afraid the whole time it would 

fail, but kept our mouths shut. It didn’t fit our portfolio, and we knew we didn’t 

actually have the capability to be successful together. But we did it anyway. 

Deal fever kicked in. We embellished data, we denied our concerns, and we 

exaggerated the upsides we doubted would ever materialize. In hindsight, we 

were too afraid to admit the risks. If I’m honest, we’d lost our core identity 

while the world of food had dramatically changed around us. And because we 

don’t really know who we are anymore, we’re grasping at straws and trying to 

make things up as we go.

The carnage in the wake of this failure was extensive—damaged careers and 
families, demoralized employees, cynical customers, distrusting and angry 
shareholders, and the loss of public trust.

Why did a group of reasonably smart, well-meaning people so willingly lie 
to themselves, their employees, and their shareholders? How was it possible 
that such destructive choices were made by leaders with so many punishing 
outcomes? Why couldn’t they have just been honest with each other?

In the years since that meeting with Rick, my colleagues and I have had 
hundreds of similar conversations and conducted thousands of interviews 
that sounded just like his. Whether we are speaking with global powerhouse 
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brands, promising start-ups, midcaps or non-profits, the patterns in the 
stories feel the same regardless of the size or type of organization. During 
these comprehensive conversations, employees prophesy about the impend-
ing doom they believe their company is ignoring. They lament about their 
boss’s pathological behaviors. They opine with deep insight about the 
“unfair” dysfunctions surrounding them and offer practical wisdom about 
what they would do to correct them if they could. They even confess their 
own shortcomings and contributions to the madness.

They’re willing to speak honestly to a stranger, but not to their colleagues, 
and not when it matters most. Sometimes the reason is a sin of omission, 
and not speaking up. Other times it’s a more active form of duplicity—
embellishing data, throwing a colleague under the bus, or making promises 
they know they can’t keep. But either way, the consequences are devastating.

I left that meeting with Rick feeling particularly discouraged about my 
work as an organizational behavior expert, and with a sense of futility about 
my role in creating organizations that were more honest, just, and fulfilling. 
I’d devoted my entire career to helping organizations be honest with them-
selves because I believed that self-honesty was the only real path to 
transformation. But if they weren’t willing to take action on what they’d 
learned about themselves and the advice I offered, what was the point?

I stewed over this. And then my problem got personal.
I realized I was no different than Rick. Scenes of my own dishonesty and 

injustice came streaming into my mind as I tried to imagine why Rick and 
his colleagues made the choices they did. I recalled the time I was interview-
ing for a job at a prestigious company where they kept telling me I didn’t 
have “the right pedigree” for them, and feeling so inadequate and offended 
that I made sure I sounded like I had “pedigree”—which is really just code 
for pretentious and condescending. I was so determined to get them to hire 
me that I succeeded. I hated the company, and after two years, I left.

I also remembered a time when my boss was being pressured to acceler-
ate a major change project and feeling so bad for him that the person leading 
it was failing, damaging the reputation of our team and credibility of the 
program before it even rolled out. Seeing the opportunity to be the hero—
and win points with my boss despite the risk to my peer’s image—I 
committed to stepping in and getting it done. I justified my critique of my 
colleague’s failure as empathy for my boss and his frustration. Or the time 
when I took my five-year-old to a birthday party in a neighborhood of 
people far more successful and wealthier than I ever hoped to be and had to 
listen to other dads talk about their expensive cars and ritzy vacations. 
When one dad turned to me and asked about my summer vacation plans, 
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suddenly I was going to Europe. Of course, in the back of my mind, I was 
already planning the lie I would later have to tell about why the trip was 
abruptly canceled due to “a work emergency.”

I reflected on the significant pain Rick and his colleagues were in, and in 
turn had caused. They had feared extinction as a century-old company and 
were desperate to act because they couldn’t admit they didn’t know what to 
do. I thought about the astounding implications of how the story could have 
gone had they shared those truths with each other instead of just about each 
other after the fact and wondered what could have possibly prevented them 
from doing so.

Likewise, if I had decided to be honest and fair with that hiring manager, 
my boss, or my fellow dads, and not given into the dark emotions those situ-
ations made me feel, how else might my story have turned out?

Reflecting on these moments, the interplay between an individual’s choices 
to be honest and do the right thing—or not—and the systemic factors 
surrounding those choices came sharply into view for me. Why, under certain 
conditions, would otherwise honest people choose to be dishonest? Why 
would otherwise kind-hearted people choose self-protection and to be unfair 
to others? And if we could understand what those conditions were, could we 
change them to make honesty and justice more likely?

I decided to find out. And what I discovered radically upended my under-
standing of honesty… in the best possible way.

I suspect it will do the same for you.

Charting a New Course

Many are also growing weary of organizations that say one thing but do 
another, driven by fear and self-interest. In August 2019, 181 Business 
Roundtable CEOs from some of America’s top corporations signed a revised 
statement of purpose of the corporation. Business Roundtable is an associa-
tion of chief executive officers of America’s leading companies. To set 
sweeping change in motion, this is what they declared:

Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation

Americans deserve an economy that allows each person to succeed through 

hard work and creativity and to lead a life of meaning and dignity. We believe 

the free-market system is the best means of generating good jobs, a strong 

and sustainable economy, innovation, a healthy environment and economic 

opportunity for all.
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Businesses play a vital role in the economy by creating jobs, fostering 

innovation and providing essential goods and services. Businesses make and sell 

consumer products; manufacture equipment and vehicles; support the national 

defense; grow and produce food; provide health care; generate and deliver 

energy; and offer financial, communications and other services that underpin 

economic growth.

While each of our individual companies serves its own corporate purpose, 

we share a fundamental commitment to all of our stakeholders. We commit to:

●● Delivering value to our customers. We will further the tradition of American 

companies leading the way in meeting or exceeding customer expectations.

●● Investing in our employees. This starts with compensating them fairly and 

providing important benefits. It also includes supporting them through 

training and education that help develop new skills for a rapidly changing 

world. We foster diversity and inclusion, dignity and respect.

●● Dealing fairly and ethically with our suppliers. We are dedicated to serving as 

good partners to the other companies, large and small, that help us meet our 

missions.

●● Supporting the communities in which we work. We respect the people in our 

communities and protect the environment by embracing sustainable practices 

across our businesses.

●● Generating long-term value for shareholders, who provide the capital that 

allows companies to invest, grow and innovate. We are committed to transpar-

ency and effective engagement with shareholders.

Each of our stakeholders is essential. We commit to deliver value to all of them, 

for the future success of our companies, our communities and our country.1

This radical departure from shareholder primacy, the paradigm that has 
governed corporate priorities for decades, earned an understandably mixed 
reception. For many, it was a shining glimmer of hope that equality and 
opportunity could be within reach for all, and that honesty and justice could 
prevail, stemming the tide of growing inequality. But for others, cynicism 
abounded. Where was the tangible action behind the words? Would share-
holders tolerate the possible implications for their investments? Who was 
going to enforce adherence to these new norms? Business Europe, a leading 
business advocacy group for growth and competitiveness at the European 
level representing 35 European nations, issued a similar declaration for their 
2019–2024 agenda of “prosperity, people, and planet.” Their ambition is 
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one of unity and resolve, saying, “We will all have to join forces to deliver a 
European Union that will create prosperity for Europe and its people, while 
also managing the transition to a sustainable future to protect our planet.”2

In the time since their release, several dramatic events seem to have acceler-
ated growing commitment to the sentiments inferred within these statements. 
The Covid-19 global pandemic, at least thus far, has revealed the best of 
corporate humanity and compassion from many companies, which have 
stepped up to provide new levels of service, generosity, sacrifice, and care for 
their employees, customers, and communities. And on top of that, we’re facing 
a global uprising of civil unrest in response to centuries of racial injustice set 
in motion by the brutal murder of George Floyd (both of these events were 
happening during the writing of this book). Here again, many corporations 
came up with unapologetic statements of intolerance for racial injustice and 
pledged unwavering commitment to anti-racism. And behind those state-
ments, many await tangible action. The long-term implications of these events 
remain to be seen, but experts predict that they will be catalysts for long-
overdue reckonings.3 A 2020 report card issued by KKS Advisors and research 
group Test of Corporate Purpose, and funded by the Ford Foundation, evalu-
ated signatories of the BRT Statement performance during the Covid-19 
pandemic and racial unrest to see if their commitments to stakeholder capital-
ism played out in their actions, citing these as “their first test” of real 
commitment. Candidly, the results weren’t positive for many of the signato-
ries, citing payments of dividends to shareholders despite mass layoffs and 
other actions that seemingly contradicted the statement’s promises.4 Ultimately, 
the shift to stakeholder-centricity is a long game, and will take years before we 
can draw evidence-based conclusions about how committed companies are.

And outside the world of organizations, the war for truthful information 
that barrages us on a daily basis has many of us soul-weary and disgusted. 
The suffocating skepticism we are fed by the media, political leaders at every 
level, and experts we once trusted has spread like a bad rash. Most of us are 
sick of feeling manipulated and lied to, and long to feel like someone is 
shooting straight with us.

I believe each of us must resolve to be that person rather than waiting 
around for that person to appear. It is my deepest hope that this book will 
serve as one more arrow in the quiver of courageous leaders who want to 
use the power of their role and organization to bring about a more honest, 
fair, and purposeful world... starting with their own teams, divisions, 
communities, and families.
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Truth, Justice, and Purpose: Three sides of the same coin

Three forces are colliding into the business world with increasing intensity.
First, the world is clamoring for insights on ways to live lives of, and 

become organizations of, purpose. And why wouldn’t it be? The data is 
unmistakable. Purpose-driven companies outperform competitors on many 
levels, and employees are so eager to have meaning in their work that they’ll 
take pay cuts to get it. Consider the following findings.

As judged by their financial performance on the NASDAQ and NYSE from 
1999 to 2019, purpose-driven companies outperformed similar S&P 500 
companies by 100 percent.5 Globally, a study of more than 60 countries 
conducted by Insights 2020 found that 83 percent of companies that overper-
form on revenue growth link everything they do to brand purpose, as opposed 
to only 31 percent of underperformers.6 And in the UK, certified B Corps are 
growing 28 times faster than the national economic growth of 0.5 percent.7

Purpose-driven companies posted a 9.85 percent compound annual 
growth rate (CAGR), compared with the 2.4 percent for the S&P Consumer 
Sector, from 2011 to 2015.8

Employees who feel their work is meaningful at work are:9

●● more productive, on average, by $9,000 per worker per year;

●● willing to work extra hours per week and take two fewer paid sick days;

●● better retained, and on average, 69 percent less likely to quit within the 
next six months;

●● willing to work for less money, and on average are willing to give up 23 
percent of their total future earnings—nearly a quarter of their income—
in exchange for work that is meaningful;

●● happier, with 51 percent higher job satisfaction than those who don’t find 
their work meaningful.

As far as market loyalty is concerned, the data is even more compelling:

●● 77 percent of consumers feel a stronger connection to purpose-driven 
companies over traditional companies;

●● 66 percent of consumers would switch from a product they typically buy 
to a new product from a purpose-driven company.10

Unfortunately, the pursuit of these wonderful results has many companies 
devolving into “purpose washing,” whereby they work hard to create the 
appearance of purpose. Marketers are pulling every lever they can to put 
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halos over their brands and companies, spinning a narrative of goodwill. 
Employees and consumers aren’t buying it, though. While 84 percent of 
consumers consider trust when purchasing, only 34 percent actually trust the 
brands they buy from, and 53 percent believe companies purpose wash.11

When it comes to purpose, you can’t “fake it ’til you make it.” You either 
mean it or you don’t, and if you don’t, people will see right through it.

The second force is inequality, which has become the moral and ethical issue 
of the day. The world’s sensitivity to how underrepresented identities are treated 
unfairly is increasing, an important step forward toward true equity. But we 
have a long way to go before our organizational systems have rooted out their 
institutional biases and replaced them with justice and dignity. Diversity, 
Equity and Inclusion efforts, with the best of intentions, are campaigning for 
justice rather than creating more just organizations, meaning they are more 
focused on advocating for equality rather than creating it. From 1985 to 2015, 
the proportion of black men in management increased just slightly—from 3 
percent to 3.3 percent.12 And in 2019, 45 percent of Americans reported expe-
riencing workplace discrimination and/or harassment in the previous year.13

Third, employee voice—the field of study that looks at the degree to 
which people freely speak their minds—is becoming an increasing factor in 
an organization’s employer brand. Many internal functions like HR and 
ethics & compliance are mounting noble efforts to foster “speak up” cultures 
where people feel psychologically safe enough to share radical ideas that 
drive innovation, offer candid feedback, raise concerns of misconduct, and 
openly dissent when decisions lack sufficient rationale. Here, again, inten-
tions and consequences do not always match up. Short training programs 
and communications campaigns promoting these ideas are nice, but a far 
cry from having employees practice them daily.

Further, our polarized political climate and a vindictive social media 
landscape have painfully confused the notion of “speaking your truth” with 
the need to “speak the truth.” The social gathering places of organizations 
have become veritable seas of eggshells where everyone is terrified of offend-
ing someone, saying something politically incorrect, or being accused of 
being racist, sexist, judgmental, homophobic, intolerant, hostile, biased, 
privileged, angry, retaliatory, victimized, or power-hungry. So, we opt not to 
talk about them at all. The problem, of course, is that these issues do exist 
all around us, often unconsciously and unintentionally. But since we can’t 
have productive conversations about them within our organizations, we 
have vitriolic, nasty conversations outside the workplace about people we 
think personify these things instead of with those people.
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Individually, these three forces seem to fall short of making their intended 
impact. But what would happen if they joined forces?

●● Purpose—serve a greater good.

●● Justice—do the right and fair thing.

●● Truth—tell it, respectfully and directly, without compromise.

Working together, they create a new, even more powerful capability. Call it 
“honesty” (see Figure 0.1).

Seems simple. Without all three pieces, honesty is impossible. To be 
honest, you have to say the right thing. Do the right thing. And say and do 
the right thing for the right reason.

Without an authentic desire to serve, and a genuine belief that serving an 
organization’s purpose enhances their own, an employee has no motivation 
to contribute toward a more equitable workplace. People will just continue 
serving their own interests.

Without a hardcore commitment to justice within our organizational 
systems, employees will never believe their voices matter, because the system 
will reinforce the truth that only some voices matter.

FIGURE 0.1  Honesty

Telling it respectfully
and directly

Serving a greater goodDo the right and fair thing

Justice Purpose

Truth

HONESTY
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Without the capacity to have hard conversations among the many identity, 
cultural, and functional differences within companies, we can’t build the 
trust needed to unify our organizations, leaving conflicts and inequities 
undiscussed and out of view.

Do you see how interrelated these forces are? Indeed, the fundamental 
conclusion of my research for this book is that to build an honest company, 
you need a power that can only be harnessed when truth, justice, and 
purpose operate in harmony.

To have one, you need all three. This is how you build the capability of 
honesty.

It’s important to note that the definition of “honesty” I use here, and 
throughout the book, may expand on your current understanding of the term, 
which many think of simply as “not lying.” Throughout the book, when I use 
the word “honesty” I’m referring to the combination of all three factors. When 
I use the word “dishonesty,” I’m referring to the absence of all three.

What You’ll Find Ahead:  
Four Dimensions of Organizational Honesty

I recently completed a 15-year longitudinal study analyzing more than 
3,200 interviews my firm and I conducted during 210 organizational assess-
ments. Interview subjects ranged from individual contributors all the way 
up to C-suite executives, and they exposed many different types of organi-
zational challenges. To help us make sense of the data, we deployed IBM 
Watson’s artificial intelligence analytics tools to extract patterns across and 
converted the data into validated statistical models.

Each section of the book is devoted to exploring one of the four major 
findings from the research. Each has two chapters, one exploring the organ-
izational or systemic aspects of honesty and the other exploring the 
individual or leadership aspects of it. There are case studies, stories from 
history, excerpts from the many interviews I conducted with executives, 
thought leaders, and regular employees, and stories right from organizations 
I work with (names and some details have been changed to protect anonym-
ity in those stories).

This book is about exemplars, not villains. The vast majority of stories I’ve 
chosen highlight companies I’d want you and your company to emulate. 
These aren’t the stories that typically make headlines, but they are the stories 
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that inspire us to be better. I’ll briefly examine a few particularly scandalous 
stories of dishonesty for contrast, but my hope is to compel you with a front-
row seat to some of the most inspiring leaders and organizations for which 
honesty—truth, justice, and purpose—is fundamental. And alongside these 
stories, you’ll find compelling data from other great researchers that expands 
on my findings. Here’s a breakdown of what you can expect in each section.

Part 1: Honesty in Identity: Be Who You Say You Are

When we don’t know who we are, we make things up. When organizations 
say one thing about themselves but their actions don’t match, or when they 
set lofty goals but don’t connect those goals to employees’ everyday work, 
their company identity becomes muddled. A misalignment in mission, vision, 
values, purpose, and/or brand promises is a big, flapping red flag—for 
management and employees alike. My research reveals that workers at 
companies whose statements of identity are unclear or inconsistent with 
what employees experience day-to-day are almost three times more likely to 
withhold or distort the truth and behave unfairly. You can guess what this 
means for your bottom line.

The chapters in Part One will show how organizations, leaders, and indi-
viduals can align the words they say about themselves with the actions they 
take to embody those words. You’ll see how companies like PepsiCo, Best 
Buy, and Microsoft have embedded purpose deeply into the core of their 
organizations. You’ll hear groundbreaking research from Contexis, the 
UK-based B Corp whose purpose is measuring purpose, and the astounding 
results you can achieve when you activate it yourself. And, we’ll take a look 
at the vital role hope plays in the process of being who you say you are.

Part 2: Justice in Accountability: Putting Dignity First

When we believe we’re being unfairly assessed, we exaggerate our contribu-
tions to self-protect and cover our asses. Fewer things are more painful in 
organizations than performance management. When leaders fail to judge 
performance in ways their employees feel are fair, employees respond by 
making sure they get the credit they deserve—by whatever means necessary. 
But instead of inflicting stressful, paint-by-numbers performance reviews, 
leaders can learn to foster honest and trusting relationships with those they 



INTRODUCTION 13

lead, creating an environment where they can talk openly about when 
contributions were exceptional, and when they fell short. Employees are 
four times more likely to be honest about their results and fair to others 
when working at a company where they feel they can ask for help without 
fear of judgment and are empowered to see failure as a learning experience.

Accordingly, the chapters in this section will redefine what “accountability” 
means. We’ll define what it means to build justice and dignity into account-
ability processes. We’ll look at how Microsoft revamped their performance 
management process to enable employees to learn from mistakes and failure. 
We’ll examine how institutional biases create inequity and hear from 
renowned experts on how to eliminate them. And we’ll look at what restor-
ative justice can teach leaders about engaging people in conversations about 
their achievements and their shortfalls, making dignity the cornerstone of 
the relationship between a leader and her followers.

Part 3: Transparency in Governance: Make Trustworthy Decisions 
Through Honest Conversations

When there are no healthy forums in which the truth can be told, it goes 
underground, leaving collusion, rumors, and gossip in its place. How 
decisions get made—or not—in companies is a common source of confu-
sion for people (even the ones who seem to be making the decisions!). When 
employees don’t know or trust how resources are distributed, how priori-
ties are set, or how hard decisions get made, they are more than three and 
a half times more likely to lie or distort the truth. At the core of great 
governance—the way organizations make decisions—are effective meetings 
where decisions are transparent and difficult issues can be discussed openly. 
Every company can learn to do these better.

The chapters in this section will look at governance structures that are 
especially well-suited to fostering healthy debate and open sharing of ideas, 
no matter how radical. The chapters will look at the importance of psycho-
logical safety, how it’s established, and the implications for companies when 
it is or isn’t present. We’ll contrast the stories of DuPont and Patagonia, and 
the stark differences in how they responded to the crisis of learning that 
their manufacturing processes had potentially lethal consequences. Finally, 
we’ll look at how leaders can create courageous conversations that inspire 
honest exchanges of challenging feedback and radical ideas, de-risking truth 
telling for those they lead.
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Part 4: Unity Between Groups: Connect Everyone to a Bigger Story

When we fragment an organization, we create dueling truths. The seams of 
an organization, the places where functions come together to form unique 
capabilities, hold tremendous but often untapped value; too often, though, 
these are treated as no man’s land, with each party making an exclusive 
claim. Left unchecked, interdepartmental conflict at a company makes it 
almost six times more likely that workers will lie or distort the truth, or 
act unjustly. Such conflicts between functions or regions are more than 
annoying—they create the silos that pit “my truth” against “your truth.” 
Despite these natural tendencies, companies can learn to create healthy 
collaboration across their seams, fostering partnerships, not rivalries, 
between people who must work with different departments.

The chapters in this section will take a close look at companies like Cabot 
Creamery and their remarkable story of creating unity out of long-strained 
relationships. We take an intimate look at the ways we “other” people who 
are different than us, the role tribalism plays in dividing people across 
organizations, and what it means to connect to those outside our echo 
chambers.

Each of these four sections articulates what it takes to build companies 
and leaders that integrate truth, justice, and purpose into their actions. 
Together, they show what it actually takes to be honest.

Honesty Is a Muscle

Of all my findings, the revelation that honesty is more than a character trait 
or moral principle was the most important. It’s more than an aspiration; it’s 
a capability. To be good at it, you have to work at it. And that begins with 
believing you can be better at it than you currently are.

To be sure, leading this kind of life and team takes work. It demands 
practice. Embodying truth, justice, and purpose requires real competence. 
These aren’t just ethical qualities you either have or don’t. My research 
revealed that honesty is a muscle, and like any muscle, to make it strong you 
have to work on it. Regularly. When an athlete leaves the gym or a patient 
leaves physical therapy, they feel sore but satisfied. Becoming good at 
honesty is no different. When you declare that you and your organization 
wish to serve a worthy purpose, you have to eliminate the distractions and 
contradictions that keep you from doing so. This process takes insight, 
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ongoing feedback, and creativity. It takes grit to deflect the naysayers and 
courage to remove the obstacles.

When you set out to create a more just organization, you will be tamper-
ing with deeply embedded institutional biases that, likely unknowingly, 
have privileged some people over others. You have to be willing to inter-
rogate your processes of accountability—what you measure, how you 
acknowledge contributions, how you create opportunities for others to 
advance and shine, and how you talk with those you lead about their 
contributions—to make sure everyone has the same chances of being 
successful, no matter who they are. That may require disappointing some 
people who’ve benefited from the biases in the old system and helping them 
recognize the need to create accountability that is based on dignity and 
justice for all. It means being vulnerable with those you lead and building 
sufficient trust with them, as only then will you be in a position to hold 
them to account for commitments they make and talk openly about when 
they fall short. And you have to model what it means to acknowledge your 
own shortfalls and improve.

There are plenty of platitudes I could offer about why being more honest 
and just is “good for you,” though you’ve undoubtedly heard those since 
kindergarten. But I deeply believe that understanding the conditions under 
which we, and our organizations, encourage dishonesty and injustice can 
bring greater levels of contribution and satisfaction, and ultimately mean-
ing. I want you to discover, painful though it might be, the ways your 
organization unknowingly encourages employees to withhold or distort the 
truth or act unjustly, and how to fix the conditions that create this behavior. 
From there, you will be much more empowered to make different choices. 
And, as you will see in the following chapters, choosing truth, justice, and 
purpose can make you and your organization healthier, higher-performing 
and significantly more competitive, and ultimately, more joyful.

In the end, my hope is that this book will help you live a more honest 
life—one in which you tell the truth, act with justice toward others, and live 
your purpose with deep satisfaction and impact. I have no intention of defin-
ing your moral compass or value system; that’s for you to do. But I want you 
to feel proud of the people and organizations you lead, knowing that you’ve 
created the conditions in which people will choose honesty. That way, when 
you return home at night, you’ll be able to look your loved ones in the eye 
and know you are exactly the person they believe you are.

What you will find on the pages ahead is the roadmap for doing just that.
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Finding Hope in Bigger Stories

At the start of each chapter, I will set the context by “zooming out” with a 
broader story from an unlikely context in history and life. As leaders, we 
must be able to learn, find inspiration, and glean hope from stories much 
different than ours. We have to look at circumstances and challenges we 
would never face to discover our common humanity and hard-won wisdom 
from communities and leaders vastly unlike us. I believe that some of the 
greatest examples of this book’s concepts can be found in the most unex-
pected places if we allow ourselves to be curious and open. Read these 
stories with fascination. Don’t look for their immediate relevance to organi-
zational life, but instead let them reveal a unique form of honesty—truth, 
justice, and purpose—from people, places, and communities you’ve likely 
never heard of but will enjoy the privilege of meeting. You’ll probably never 
face the challenges of these heroes, but trust me, their stories have relevance.

Resist the temptation to compare your story to theirs, making yours feel 
smaller or less significant. Instead, see how much larger your story could be 
as you consider the triumphs and tribulations of amazing people and 
communities from around the globe. For example, we’ll travel to South 
America and learn from how the nation of Colombia made peace after 
decades of conflict with combatants. We’ll explore one man’s fight for justice 
for wrongfully convicted prisoners, and one woman’s fight for justice in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo. From Baltimore to Thailand, from 
Oklahoma in the 1930s to Vietnam in the 1960s, from New Zealand to 
Compton, CA, I will introduce you to organizations and leaders whose 
stories can enlighten and inspire you. Your job is to open your mind and 
heart and let them.

Get Busy

Decades ago, during a painful season, I was coming to terms with a part of 
my story I’d long ignored. A few close friends provided loving support and 
encouragement as I leaned into areas of my life where I needed help. I decided 
to confide in my big brother to enlist his support. After all, that’s what big 
brothers are for. As I expected, he listened compassionately as I shared my 
challenges. He asked questions and shed a few tears of empathy.

I emphasize “a few” because growing up in a New York Italian family of 
five, I understood “showing emotion” to take many unique forms. We  
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could be loud and intense, and if you were watching from the outside, you 
might assume we were angry. But within the family, you knew what you 
were seeing was fierce, uncompromising love. When hard things needed to 
be done, there was no mincing words or coddling. Empathy looked practi-
cal, not sentimental. You said what needed to be said and helped where help 
was needed. So, in that moment, my big brother leaned over to me, gave me 
a hug, looked me squarely in the eye, and said, “I love you. Get busy.”

Since that moment, I’ve ended every keynote address I’ve given by charg-
ing the audience with those same words: “Get busy.” And throughout this 
book, I’m going to charge you the same way. You will quickly see that much 
like my family, I won’t be mincing words or trying to make honesty easy for 
you. To transform our organizations into places of truth, justice, and 
purpose, we’re going to have to dig deep into parts of our stories we have 
ignored. We’re going to have to acknowledge issues we’ve denied were 
issues. So, at the end of each chapter, you will see a section titled “Get Busy.” 
Within those sections, I will be giving you practical ideas and advice for how 
to take the key points from that chapter and apply them in your world. 
(Hint: You may want to get a notebook to keep all your notes in one place.) 
Those sections are my way of encouraging you—the way a New York Italian 
no-nonsense big brother would when there are hard things to be done. So, 
try to hear the ideas and assignments in those sections—some of which will 
make you uncomfortable—in that loving spirit, and, well... get busy.
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The Redeeming Power of Honesty
Set your intention: How can honesty be a force 

of transformation?

Hope From a Bigger Story

In 1964, Manuel Marulanda, a member of the Colombian Communist Party 
(PCC), worked with Jacobo Arenas, an ideological thought leader at the 
time, to form the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, commonly 
known as FARC. For the previous decade, Colombia had been embroiled in 
a brutal civil war. PCC members organized groups of individuals who felt 
neglected by the Colombian government and helped them settle throughout 
Colombia’s vast countryside to create their own viable communities with 
opportunities for the working class. Their expressed intent was to create a 
society in which the needs of the rural population would be represented and 
addressed.

In FARC’s early days, the Colombian government attacked these commu-
nities, attempting to drive people out of them and re-appropriate the terri-
tories under their control. Marulanda realized how outnumbered FARC 
was—FARC were fewer than 50 and the Colombian military attacking them 
numbered around 16,000. They were forced to retreat into the countryside, 
where Arenas’ preferences for more extreme and violent tactics took hold. 
For the next 50 years, FARC would fund its activities aimed at overthrowing 
the government through cocaine trafficking, ransomed kidnappings, extor-
tion, and illegal gold mining, along with other nefarious activities that fueled 
their growth throughout the 1980s.1

By 1999, FARC had over 18,000 members. That year alone, targeting 
largely wealthy landowners, they instigated more than 3,000 kidnappings. 

19
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They claimed their goal was to fight for the rural poor of Colombia and 
protect them from the corruption and violence of the Colombian govern-
ment. Whether that was their true aim or not, the results of their conflict 
with the government were devastating. It’s estimated that between 1958 and 
2013, more than 220,000 Colombians were killed, 45,000 of them children, 
and more than five million people were forced to leave their homes, 2.3 
million of whom were children, creating the second largest population of 
internally displaced people in the world.2

In 2016, a peace agreement was finally reached, ending the 52-year 
conflict between FARC and the Colombian government. FARC has since 
transformed into a political party with seats in the Colombian government 
and has largely disarmed. The agreement was an extraordinary milestone. 
But it left one lingering, potentially disastrous problem: what to do with the 
remaining 14,000 FARC guerrillas living in the countryside?

Jaime Góngora—a wildlife geneticist at the University of Sydney and 
native of Colombia—had a brilliant response to this question. The jungles 
from where the combatants had waged their war were a rich and unex-
plored area of biodiversity. Góngora believed that the combatants’ knowl-
edge of the uncharted, biodiverse rain forests of Colombia was unparalleled, 
and if harnessed, could lead to untold scientific discoveries. He decided he 
would convert the guerrillas into citizen-environmentalists, helping them 
find new purpose in life while serving their nation. And that’s exactly what 
he did.3

Working with scientists and researchers from the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and ten Colombian institutions, the ex-combatants have since 
discovered more than 100 new species. Scientists had long desired to study 
Colombia’s immense but inaccessible rainforests, and now they had expert 
guides to lead them.

Góngora’s training program, called Peace with Nature, trains more than 
100 ex-combatants three to four times per year. Speaking about the program, 
he says:

This is a vital step to enable [ex-combatants] to contribute to environmental 

projects, improve their livelihoods, and reincorporate into society. We teach 

them to undertake inventories of biodiversity and protect it, as well as come 

up with sustainable environment-based business ideas. These workshops have 

also increased awareness of potential ecotourism projects where they live. We 

are providing opportunities to develop connections with regional and national 

institutions to implement their projects.4
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In some of the workshops, ex-combatants sit alongside members of the 
Colombian military and police. In one interview, Góngora noted his surprise 
at how environmental science could become a neutral ground for healing 
and reconciliation after such a protracted and violent conflict. New ecotour-
ism routes have been cultivated with the ex-combatants’ help, and their 
extensive knowledge of jungle living, such as the identities of medicinal 
plants and food sources, how to walk the bush without making noise to spot 
rare wildlife, and other intricacies of the rain forest, has allowed them to 
embrace an entirely new perspective on their own stories—that the environ-
ment that protected them had also molded them into more than just violent 
guerrillas.

If you had asked the citizens of Colombia in 2015 if they believed the 
members of FARC could ever do something meaningful and trustworthy for 
their country, I doubt anyone would have said “yes.” Nor were those citizens 
eager to welcome the ex-militants back into mainstream society. The carnage 
and heartache created by the country’s half-century-long bloodbath might 
have never earned FARC guerrillas anything more than sneering ill will from 
their fellow Colombians. But thanks to Peace with Nature, they are no 
longer seen as just former guerrillas who deserve hatred. The same place 
they spent most of their lives hiding in fear and rage has been transformed 
into a highly sought-after treasure trove of knowledge and economic oppor-
tunity, and with this, their own stories have been redeemed into ones of 
purpose and pride.

This story vividly shows the power of truth, justice, and purpose in 
action. Two conflicting truths needed to be reconciled—14,000 former guer-
rillas needed something useful to do and the ecologically rich jungles where 
they lived cried out to be explored. Justice would be served by restoring 
their lost years and giving them the chance to have meaningful livelihoods 
while contributing to their country’s restoration. On top of this, the higher 
purposes of scientific knowledge and growing Colombia’s economy would 
both be served.

Góngora’s story shows how redemption can be achieved even in the most 
trying and unlikely circumstances. For this reason, I believe every organiza-
tion, community, family, and person has their own story of redemption wait-
ing to be uncovered and told.

Harnessed thoughtfully, truth, justice, and purpose become a force for such 
transformation. That is the redeeming power of honesty. And if organizations 
can learn to see otherwise difficult circumstances with fresh, creative, empa-
thetic eyes—just as Góngora did—our world will indeed become more honest.
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Think this sounds impossible? Well, I’ve got even better news for you. 
Turns out we humans come wired for honesty.

Your Brain on Honesty

Our bodies come with factory-installed honesty barometers. The more 
honest we are, the better we feel. Numerous medical studies have shown 
that honest people are less prone to illness, have less anxiety and depression, 
and enjoy healthier and deeper relationships. Clearly, our health thrives 
when we are honest.

In one revealing series of studies, researchers from the Julius-Maximilians 
University of Würzburg, Germany, enrolled test subjects in a well-known 
experiment called “die under the cup.” In the experiment, participants roll a 
series of die under a cup, the results of which only they can see, and then 
report their results anonymously. Participants were told they would earn 
money depending on the outcome of their rolls, with higher rolls rewarded 
more favorably. Each experiment included three rounds of rolls.

To ensure appropriate conditions, the researchers varied the time partici-
pants had to report their results. In the first round, they asked participants 
to report their results immediately. In the second, they were instructed to do 
so after a short delay. The results were clear, supporting what many research-
ers have long suspected: the results reported immediately were more honest 
than those reported after a delay, suggesting that honesty is a more instinc-
tive response and showing that dishonesty takes greater cognitive effort.5 
These findings are also confirmed by a UK-based study undertaken at 
Sheffield University of fMRI brain imaging studies.6

In another study, researchers Haran and Shalvi from Ben Gurion University 
and University of Amsterdam, respectively, set up a series of experiments in 
which study participants in Australia, Canada, the UK, and the US received 
advice and were then asked to make a decision. The purpose of the experi-
ments was to determine what factors influenced participants’ decision—
whether they took or rejected the advice. To explain the purpose of their 
experiments, they offer the illustration of a prospective customer asking a 
car salesman about the fuel efficiency of a car they may potentially buy. In 
response, the car salesman may recommend one car over another as getting 
much better gas mileage. But if the prospective customer believes the car 
salesman doesn’t actually know the fuel efficiency of the car inquired about, 
or has an ulterior motive for suggesting an alternative car, for example he’ll 
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be paid a higher commission on that car, the customer’s suspicion of bias 
may now impact the degree to which the customer accepts the advice. The 
information the car salesperson provides may well have been perfectly accu-
rate. So, what determines whether or not the customer believes it is honest?

Haran and Shalvi worked to find out through a series of five experiments. 
In each one, advice was given to various decision makers, and in each exper-
iment, the decision makers were given reasons to be suspicious of bias inher-
ent in the advice. This included subtle cues like telling the decision makers 
about incentives or what type of prior knowledge their advisors had. It also 
included inciting overt suspicion, telling the decision makers that their advi-
sors would provide inaccurate or false information. The results were conclu-
sive. Decision makers were less likely to change their minds when they 
suspected the advice as being erroneous or misleading, even when the advice 
was accurate.7 The implications for anyone wanting to be influential in life 
are clear: it’s not enough to be truthful. You need to be seen as well-meaning 
(justice) and concerned for something beyond your own gain (purpose).

Both the University of Würzburg and Haran/Shalvi studies confirm: as 
human beings, we prefer to be honest and receive honesty in return.

And when we do, our bodies reward us. According to the Bloomberg 
Global Health Index and universities in the US and UK, the most honest 
countries are also the healthiest. Israel ranks highest as the healthiest coun-
try in the world, and the 18th most honest country. Switzerland ranks top as 
the most honest country and is the sixth healthiest country in the world. 
Norway ranks #2 for both healthiest and most honest. By contrast, the most 
dishonest countries are also the most depressed, with China, India, and 
Russia ranking in the bottom quartiles.8, 9

What does this all tell us? That our minds and bodies thrive on honesty.
Unfortunately, unlike our electronic devices, our brains don’t come with 

a “restore factory settings” button. So what happens when those natural 
instincts are corrupted? If we expose our otherwise naturally honest predis-
position to dishonesty, do we resist or succumb?

To find out, researchers and behavioral scientists Garrett et al conducted 
a series of experiments in which pairs of participants worked together to 
advise each other about the amount of money that was in a jar filled with 
pennies, estimating the amount the jar contained. Both participants believed 
they were collaborating toward a shared outcome of an accurate estimate, 
though in each experiment one of the participants was actually a plant. The 
incentive structure changed each round such that the outcome would 1) 
benefit one participant at the expense of their partner; 2) benefit the partner 
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at the expense of the participant; 3) benefit the participant only, with no 
effect on their partner; and 4) benefit the partner only, with no effect on the 
participant. The participant believed that their partner (the confederate) was 
not aware of this incentive structure, nor were they given any feedback on 
their estimates during the experiment. Over the course of multiple rounds, 
self-serving dishonesty increased when it benefitted participants, even when 
it harmed partners.

To understand the brain’s response during these experiments, researchers 
used fMRI images of the participants’ brains, and found a neural mecha-
nism in the amygdala—the part of the brain that regulates emotional 
responses to past experiences. The images revealed that with each passing 
round of self-serving dishonesty, the signal detection in the amygdala of 
participants reduced, suggesting the brain becomes desensitized to one’s 
own dishonest behavior. Moreover, the amount of reduction in the signal 
predicted the degree to which one’s self-serving dishonesty would escalate. 
The more desensitized participants became in any given round, the more 
self-interested they became in the next.10

The implications of these studies for leaders and organizations are monu-
mental: if you subject otherwise honest people who prefer to be treated with 
honesty to conditions that provoke dishonest behavior, over time they will 
surrender to it. Even when they didn’t intend to do so.

The remaining chapters of To Be Honest will reveal how you might be 
doing just that. And when that happens, let’s look at how disastrous the 
results can be.

Dishonesty’s Carnage

In 2018, Accenture, the global consulting firm, set out to measure the impact 
of a company’s trustworthiness on its bottom line. In a sample of more than 
7,000 companies in their Competitive Agility Index, Accenture found that 
54 percent had experienced a material loss of trust within the previous two 
years. They estimated that the loss of trust across those companies equated 
to a loss of US $180 billion—and that’s a conservative estimate.11 The trust 
violations included issues like product defects, financial scandals, environ-
mental negligence, and cybersecurity breaches. For their part, Accenture 
define trust as “a consistent experience of competence, integrity, honesty, 
transparency, commitment, purpose and familiarity.”12
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Two companies included in the study offer sobering examples. One initi-
ated a campaign to promote their commitment to sustainability. Because 
they failed to get necessary input from appropriate environmental and social 
responsibility experts, however, it came off looking more like a PR event. 
Their revenue dropped US $400 million. Another company was named in 
money laundering allegations. The following year their revenue dropped 34 
percent, or US $1 billion, while their EBITDA (a measure of profitability) 
plummeted by 61 percent, or US $700 million.13

Edelman, the global communications and public relations colossus, 
conducts an annual study they call the Edelman Trust Barometer. Over the 
last 20 years they have surveyed more than two million respondents from 
across the globe and yielded 23 million measures of trust.

The 2020 report, which included more than 34,000 participants of both 
people in the workplace and average citizens, reveals painful, growing 
discontent with inequality across the world. Fifty-six percent of respondents 
believe that capitalism does more harm than good and 74 percent perceive 
a growing sense of injustice in the world. Fifty-seven percent don’t trust the 
information they get via their media sources.

In the study, Edelman defines “trust” as the combination of competence 
and ethics. In 2020, no institution was seen as having both. Businesses were 
seen as competent while NGOs were seen as ethical. That’s a stark contrast 
from their 2019 report, in which businesses were seen as the last hope to 
create needed societal change. It appears the world is losing faith in busi-
nesses’ ability to create the positive impact in the world they were once 
hoped to bring. Only 29 percent of respondents to the 2020 survey believed 
that business fairly served the interests of everyone equally and fairly.

But people’s faith hasn’t totally evaporated. Seventy-three percent of 
respondents still believe businesses can be profitable while serving the 
communities in which they operate, and 83 percent believe that all stake-
holders, not just shareholders, are critical to a company’s long-term success.

Most profoundly, 73 percent of employees want their employers to 
provide them with an opportunity to shape the future of society.14

What does this all tell us?
People show up to work hungry to make a difference and believing they 

can, and honest companies that create an opportunity to do so through 
truthful, just, purposeful actions far outperform those that don’t.

So, between the aspiration of what’s possible and the grim realities of 
what many experience, what is the glue that bridges the gap?

It’s hope.
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Hope Fuels the Fire of Honesty

In December 2015, Sophie, who was nine years old at the time, arrived with 
her parents in Sweden as asylum seekers from the former USSR. Three 
months earlier, she’d witnessed the horrible kidnapping of her father by men 
in police uniforms. They’d dragged the family out of the car, letting Sophie 
and her mom flee after brutally beating both parents. Eventually, the father 
returned home, and the family fled to Sweden. A few days after arriving in 
Sweden, Sophie’s parents noticed she’d stopped playing. Shortly after, the 
family was informed by Sweden’s Migration Board they could not stay in 
the country. Sophie overheard the entire conversation. After this, she stopped 
eating and speaking. In the following 20 months, Sophie slipped into a 
comatose state. She was fed through a feeding tube and wore a diaper. Her 
vital signs and reflexes were all normal, but her body appeared lifeless.

Since the late 1990s, doctors in Sweden have been reporting cases of this 
strange phenomenon, called Resignation Syndrome. Approximately 400 
cases were reported between 2003 and 2005, and hundreds more have been 
diagnosed in recent years as well. The syndrome largely affects traumatized 
children and adolescents whose horrific experiences in their home countries 
are compounded by the terrifying uncertainty of their status and safety as 
immigrants.15

In 2019, Netflix produced a documentary, Life Overtakes Me, chroni-
cling the difficult journey of children in Sweden stricken with Resignation 
Syndrome. In each case, children had witnessed unthinkable horrors in their 
homeland and faced an uncertain future in Sweden, making them terrified of 
returning to the atrocities they’d fled in the first place. Dasha, for example, 
a seven-year-old girl, witnessed the rape of her mother, an act intended to 
threaten her father, whose internet business threatened local officials. Karen, 
a 12-year-old boy, witnessed the murder of a family friend and had to run 
for his life to avoid the same fate. Like an engine that runs out of gas, or a 
computer whose hard drive crashes, these children coped with the unbear-
able uncertainty of their future by simply shutting down. And they remained 
this way for months, even years.16

What is the cure for Resignation Syndrome? According to health experts, 
it’s the restoration of hope. Once families are assured asylum and safety, 
their children slowly come out of their comatose states and regain the ability 
to function.17

Our brains crave hope to such a strong degree that they are willing to 
shut young bodies down under extreme distress if they are forced to go 
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without it. What does this tell us about the human spirit’s need for this vital 
emotional nutrient?

More than you may think.

Hope in the Workplace

While the suffering of traumatized children and the irritations of the work-
place are certainly not comparable, the loss of hope they share may be 
instructive. Gallup’s well-cited statistic of employee engagement—that 
approximately 70 percent of the workforce remains disengaged (checked 
out) or actively disengaged (actively looking to sabotage their companies)—
hasn’t improved much since the survey began. In 2019, it was reported that 
the number had dropped to 65 percent—hardly a reason to celebrate.18 This 
means that out of the approximately 157 million people in the US work-
force,19 about 102 million aren’t showing up at work with any sense of real 
purpose or commitment to being there.

Employee disengagement represents a loss of hope. And over 100 million 
people share it. They are walking around in a numbed state, devoid of 
energy and connection to their work. In some ways, they have shut down. 
Some are so resentful of their conditions that they actively pursue ways to 
undermine their employers.

Hope is a key ingredient for organizations and leaders who want to 
become who they’ve promised to be. I’ve never had an executive call me and 
say, “Can you help our organization build some hope?” I have, however, met 
many executives who should have called and asked me that. It’s hard to 
quantify hope’s presence, but if you’ve seen an organization that has lost it, 
then you know just how bleak things can be. Consider how tumultuous 
Colombia’s relationship with former FARC combatants would have 
remained had Góngora not inspired the hope that their past could be 
redeemed into something uniquely meaningful.

Hope is created at the intersections of 1) passion—a desire for something 
greater; 2) perseverance—the need to prevail against great odds; and 
3) faith—the belief that there is something greater beyond those odds. When 
a leader, organization, or even country is facing its darkest days, hope is 
what gets it through. During times of organizational transition, employees 
must have confidence that their hopes won’t be dashed by broken promises. 
When an organization declares a renewed commitment to customer service, 
employees in customer-facing roles who feel starved of resources and 
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empowerment to resolve angry complaints grow hopeful that they will get 
to do the job the way they’ve imagined it. When innovation is declared a 
new competitive advantage, those in product development and R&D roles 
surge with the hope of getting to use their scientific and technical skills to 
create things they feel proud of. That hope becomes essential if there’s to be 
any chance of reaching those aspirations.

You may think hope is allegorical or “squishy,” but it’s not. Researchers 
Suzanne Peterson and Kristen Byron, who have studied the role of hope in 
organizations, point out that individuals with a higher capacity for hope are 
more goal-oriented and motivated to achieve their goals than their less hope-
ful counterparts. They found that regardless of whether they were talking 
about sales employees, mortgage brokers, or management executives, high-
hope individuals had greater overall job performance. Leaders with reserves 
of hope facing major cost-cutting pressures, operational setbacks, or customer 
crises produced better solutions than leaders who lacked hope, suggesting that 
hopefulness may help employees when facing challenges at work.20 Relatedly, 
University of Florida researchers Ambrose, Schminke, and Seabright, in their 
study on organizational injustice, found that losing hope can be destructive, 
and that there’s a strong correlation between angry employees and sabotage. 
When workers feel like they’ve been unjustly engaged—like being given prom-
ises that aren’t kept—they are far more likely to “get even,” extracting their 
pound of flesh from the organization.21 Fewer experiences turn people venge-
ful more than scorned hope.

We’ve all been burned by organizational hypocrisy and felt tempted to 
give up hope. We’ve watched companies start down the path of important 
change, offering long-overdue management training for unprepared leaders, 
proclaiming new values to signal culture change, or promising updated tech-
nology to replace outmoded tools, only to have those efforts fizzle out before 
completion. So it’s no surprise that when organizations publicly set out to 
align who they are with how they act, especially in the wake of previous 
false starts, it takes a huge leap of faith from employees to believe things will 
turn out as hoped. Hope requires us to place our confidence behind an 
endeavor without necessarily having tangible evidence to back it up. But 
when things start to falter and that hope is dashed, that’s when the most 
talented people quit and leave—and the mediocre talent quits and stays.

If you want to strengthen the honesty muscle of your organization or 
team, you’ll need hope to get there. If you give up along the way, rest assured, 
your followers will get even. But if you stay the course, they will handsomely 
reward you.
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Melony offers a wonderful case in point. She’s a senior warehouse special-
ist in the logistics division of a large manufacturing company. I met her in a 
“team start-up” session I facilitated as part of implementing a new organiza-
tion design within her company. In the manufacturing industries, automa-
tion and technology have been disrupting how companies move the products 
they make to the markets where they are sold. This means that lots of once-
steady jobs are at risk. So Melony became certified in state-of-the-art logis-
tics technologies to ensure that her company saw her as invaluable as 
machines replaced jobs.

Her company prided itself on delivering products made or assembled in 
the United States at low cost but with higher quality than competitive goods 
made abroad. And for the most part, they’ve kept that promise. But contin-
ued cost pressures and the mounting threat of trade wars meant continu-
ously focusing on greater efficiency.

A few years ago, in response to these technological disruptions, Melony 
was asked to spearhead a major project to integrate two of the company’s 
distribution centers with a technology platform that would move goods 
from the manufacturing line, to packaging and boxing, to pallets ready for 
shipping, all with the guidance of just one trained human being. She knew 
that this conversion would help the company keep its promise to customers 
of low-cost quality products. But she also feared that for some of her friends, 
it might mean the loss of their jobs. As she progressed her project, her success 
was fueling angst. The more efficient the distribution centers became, the 
worse morale got as people grew fearful of becoming obsolete. In a vicious 
cycle, the worse those employees’ attitudes became, the more management 
pressured Melony to accelerate the project so they could “cut their losses” 
on the “disgruntled dead wood.”

Melony urged her teammates to improve their technical training to secure 
their jobs, and even did some coaching to help them. But her supervisors 
were not interested in saving employees they believed were lost causes. 
Melony made several appeals. In one email to her boss, she wrote, “I appre-
ciate that we’re trying to keep our promise to customers, but what about 
our promise to employees? Don’t we have an obligation to them? We have 
a chance to save jobs if we make a little effort, and I’m willing to help.” But 
her request for additional resources fell on deaf ears. When I first spoke with 
her, she told me:

It’s getting harder to stay hopeful. I see amazing progress in our distribution 

center as the technology comes online. At the same time, I see faces I’ve worked 
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with for years becoming more bitter and afraid. I don’t get why keeping 

one promise has to mean breaking others. I’m tired of hearing my boss say, 

“Tradeoffs are hard.” Especially when they don’t have to be.

She sincerely wanted her company to be the honest company she believed it 
to be, to both customers and employees, and she saw a way to make it 
happen. To her, being one way and not the other felt hypocritical. And it felt 
like poor judgment and short-sightedness on the part of her supervisor.

As an outsider, I’m usually fairly powerless to do anything in situations 
like this. Since my client was three levels above Melony’s supervisor, asking 
him to reach down that far was inappropriate. But I “might have” suggested 
he take a tour of the distribution center to check on progress, “just in case” 
morale was beginning to slip as technological change progressed. Which is 
exactly what he did. And, what a coincidence! Melony was the one who 
gave him the tour. Someone may or may not have suggested to her that she 
share her hope for retraining her teammates with him during the tour. And 
knowing the man of integrity he was, it came as no surprise to me when he 
strongly “encouraged” the head of the distribution center to see that Melony 
got the resources she needed to save as many jobs as possible, and that he 
wanted her to lead a similar transition at the second distribution center once 
this first one was completed.

Melony held onto the hope that her company could be who it had 
proclaimed to be and had a clear vision for how to make it happen. She told 
the truth, committed to doing the right thing, and served a greater purpose, 
and in so doing enabled many of her coworkers to remain and do the same. 
Melony wanted her teammates to have the same second chance she gave 
herself. Not all of them could make the transition, but with her encourage-
ment and the right training, many did. Hope fueled her commitment to lead 
the charge even when things got tough. And hope is what she sustained for 
colleagues whose careers hung in the balance.

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

What do you think you would have done in Melony’s situation? Would you have 

kept hope? Is there anything you wish she would have done differently?
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Just like Melony, we all have the capacity to help our organizations be honest 
about what they are or aren’t. Fewer challenges demand hope more than 
the decision to be an honest organization or an honest person. When we 
declare a promised identity, whether to our organizations or to ourselves, we 
ignite hope. We fuel a greater sense of purpose. But we must be truthful 
about who we are and aren’t. And we have to level the playing field so every-
one has a fair shot at contributing to the best of their ability.

When we are honest, our sense of purpose is amplified. Every one of us 
wants to feel like we matter—that our contributions are making a differ-
ence, and that we are being true to who we aspire to become. When there is 
a disconnect between what we say and do, we need hope that we can close 
the gap. This is true when our organizations promise to be more inclusive, 
more socially responsible, or more cost-effective. And this is true when we 
tell ourselves we want to become better leaders, accomplished authors, or 
successful entrepreneurs. It was certainly true when Jaime Góngora set out 
to turn former FARC guerrillas into citizen environmentalists.

When it comes to honesty, closing the gap between right and wrong is the 
simpler journey. It requires a solid moral compass and a reasonable level of 
resolve. But closing the gap between right and great demands solid doses of 
hope and organizational grit. By the end of our time together, my hope is to 
have shown you why that journey is so worth it.

Get Busy: Know Your Honesty Story

Establishing a foundational commitment to honesty is key before you can 
excel at the four dimensions of organizational honesty described in this 
book. You may be thinking, “Well of course I’m committed to honesty. I’m 
here, aren’t I?” But truth be told, most of us believe we’re “honest enough,” 
and that our organizations are “generally honest.” Our capacity as human 
beings to self-justify the corners we cut is nothing short of masterful. So, 
getting honest about our honesty takes a little digging. For this chapter, I’m 
going to have you work on both your personal honesty and your organiza-
tional honesty. You can define “organization” at any level that works for 
your role—your team, your department, your division, or your whole enter-
prise. Find someplace quiet, pull up your honesty notebook (whether it’s a 
device or something more old-school that requires a pen), pour your favorite 
beverage, and let’s get to work.
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Your Honesty Story

1	 What are the earliest memories you have about honesty? Who was in the 
story? What did you learn? (It could be a parent telling you about telling 
the truth or catching you in your first fib; or feeling a sense of betrayal 
after someone lied to you; or… you get the idea.) As you look back, what 
impact can you see these stories having on you?

2	 What situations draw you to be dishonest (distort or withhold truthful 
information; act in self-serving ways; ignore when others are disadvantaged; 
etc.)? What is it about these situations that you find unsettling that leads 
to your choices? What might you fear or be avoiding? Are there times you 
resist being dishonest? Have you ever gone back and apologized for your 
choices?

3	 What situations prompt you to be your most honest self (telling the truth 
even when it’s hard; doing the right thing, especially when something is 
unfair; putting the greater good over your own interests; etc.)? How do 
you feel when you act this way? What is it about these situations that 
draws out your strongest honesty?

4	 If someone anonymously polled 10 of your closest friends and colleagues 
and asked them about your honesty, what do you think they would say? 
How confident are you? (Bonus assignment: approach 10 of your closest 
friends and colleagues and ask them, even if anonymously, to tell you 
when they feel you are at your most “honest” [exhibiting truth, justice, 
and purpose] and when you aren’t.)

5	 Where in your life have you seen honesty as a redeeming force? Was there 
a struggle during which truth, justice, and purpose helped change the 
course of an otherwise unpleasant outcome?

6	 What circumstances cause you to lose hope? How do you regain it? To 
whom could you be a source of hope in your life right now?

Your Organization’s Honesty Story

1	 Outside of your annually required ethics training, how often do you and 
your colleagues/team talk about honesty? Do you discuss examples of 
when it is exhibited and celebrate them? Examples of when there is a 
breach?

2	 When do you feel most proud of your company’s behavior? When do you 
feel least proud or ashamed of it? Is honesty related to either scenario? 
What determines if your company chooses to be honest or not?
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3	 Think about the last time there was a major problem that challenged 
your organization. How did you navigate the honesty aspects of it? What 
guided your decisions (e.g., values or self-preservation? Transparency or 
“need-to-know” information sharing? Humility or hubris?)? In hindsight, 
what would you do differently?

4	 Who on your team struggles to have hope in your organization? In you? 
What factors are making hope difficult to come by these days? What does 
this person/do these people need from you, or each other, to restore hope?

Honesty Conversations

1	 The next time you are at a social gathering among friends, strike up a 
conversation about honesty. Ask those you’re with how they can tell 
when someone is honest and when someone isn’t. Share with each other 
what determines when you are honest or not.

2	 Play “What Would You Do?”. In the spirit of the ABC reality TV show, 
which places people in public, but contrived, situations where they have 
to speak up in the face of some moral or social dilemma, brainstorm 
scenarios that would challenge your honesty or require “dig deep” 
moments to tell the truth, do the right thing, and serve a greater good. Do 
this with your team or friends (it’s actually a LOT of fun and generates 
amazing conversations).

3	 Proudest moments: with your friends or colleagues, have each person 
share their proudest “honesty” moment—when they had to tell a hard 
truth, when they stood up for someone being treated unfairly or 
confronted an unjust policy or practice, or when they sacrificed to serve 
a greater good. Ask each person to share the story, how it made them feel, 
and why they felt proud. (Behavioral science has proven that when we 
talk about these moments, the neuropathways in our brain become 
stronger, reinforcing our, and others’, commitment to honesty.)

Congratulations—you’ve completed your first workout at the “honesty 
gym”! Your honesty muscles are looking stronger than ever.

Now let’s move on to the first of our four dimensions, honesty in 
identity—how you and your organization can align your words and actions 
to be who you say you are.
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02

Be Who You Say You Are
Set your intention: How do my company’s values  

and mission shape my daily choices?

Hope From a Bigger Story

In 2007, Marin Alsop was appointed to lead the acclaimed Baltimore 
Symphony Orchestra (BSO), becoming the first woman in the United States 
to ever be appointed to lead a major American orchestra. This wasn’t her 
only trailblazing feat, however. Two years earlier, she became the first 
conductor ever to receive a MacArthur Fellowship, commonly known as 
“the MacArthur genius grant,” awarded to those who have demonstrated 
uncommon originality and creativity in their field.1

Alsop grew up the child of musicians in NYC and studied violin at the 
Juilliard School. When she was young, she was told she could not be a 
conductor because “only men” were. But given how transformative music 
had been in her life, and the sense of confidence and possibility it had 
instilled, she learned early on to interpret “you can’t” as “I must”—not as an 
act of defiance, but as an invitation to possibility. Her successes drove her to 
work for the democratization of quality musical training, making it acces-
sible to children from all walks of life, not just to those with privilege.

When Alsop arrived in Baltimore, she was quickly struck by the wide 
range of socioeconomic issues plaguing underserved communities in the 
city—crime, poverty, drugs, and lack of access to opportunity. Alsop decided 
that the BSO needed to step into the breach in some way. She had long been 
inspired by the work of maestro José Antonio Abreu, a Venezuelan conduc-
tor who began El Sistema in a poor barrio in Caracas back in 1975 with just 
11 children in an underground parking garage. El Sistema is a publicly 
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funded, volunteer-driven music education program whose motto is “Music 
for Social Change.” El Sistema programs, now worldwide, provide free clas-
sical music education that promotes human opportunity and development 
for impoverished children. Abreu believed music could act as a force for 
social change, especially in the lives of children. “Music has to be recognized 
as an agent of social development in the highest sense because it transmits 
the highest values—solidarity, harmony, mutual compassion,” he said in a 
book written about El Sistema, crediting it with the ability to “unite an 
entire community and express all emotions.”2

Alsop’s team flew to Caracas in 2007 to study El Sistema’s approach, 
spending two weeks observing how the children in the barrios and regions 
of the Venezuelan countryside it drew from had been changed by playing 
music. They observed the power of consistency in the children’s lives and the 
power in having a reliable place to belong. They saw children feeling proud 
to be part of an ensemble—a profound metaphor for community and 
leadership—and what it meant to rely on one another. They saw children 
whose lives might have otherwise felt meaningless filled with possibility.

Since Caracas faced some of the same plights Alsop found in Baltimore, 
she decided to be the first conductor to bring El Sistema’s approach to the 
United States. “We’re using music as a vehicle to create a future of possibil-
ity for these kids,” she said in a BSO fundraiser video.3 She felt so strongly 
about this mission, in fact, she chose to personally fund its start with 
$100,000 of her MacArthur Fellowship; inspired by her vision, other donors 
stepped in to help as well. Dan Trahey and Nick Skinner, music educators 
both hailing from Michigan, were hired to run the artistic, educational, 
administrative, and operational aspects of the program.

The first task was to find schools willing to partner with them. Early on, 
there were (not altogether unexpected) struggles to translate the El Sistema 
approach to fit the context of Baltimore and the United States. Cultural 
differences, like building rapport with parents and the rarity of extracur-
ricular participation for kids from underserved neighborhoods, had to be 
accounted for. Plus, the predominantly Black and minority neighborhood 
wasn’t immediately willing to give two white men from Michigan its trust 
just because they offered a free music program. “The first year was nothing 
like we thought,” Skinner told me. “We had a lot to learn about how the 
community actually functioned, how they supported each other, and what it 
took to gain their trust.” The families of West Baltimore looked at this and 
thought, “The system [has] failed me, and it failed my children. Why should 
I trust the system?”4
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The first school Trahey and Skinner approached was Harriet Tubman 
elementary school in West Baltimore. The school was terribly run down, 
with broken glass in the sandbox and graffiti on the walls. “It’s going to be 
very difficult to get kids to take pride in their education if they can’t take 
pride in where they receive it,” says Skinner. As a good-faith gesture, the 
BSO sponsored a community-wide beautification program with members of 
the BSO and the community coming together to paint, repair, and clean up 
the school inside and out.

In September of 2008, OrchKids was officially launched with 30 first 
graders. It didn’t take long for another challenge to present itself: four 
months into the program, the Baltimore city public school system announced 
that Tubman was slated to be closed at the end of the school year, and 
students would be moved to one of four other elementary schools. To ensure 
the program’s continuity for a second year, Trahey and Skinner had to 
convince the Baltimore city public school system to transfer the 30 program 
participants to the same school—along with their siblings and other rela-
tives. “It was a miracle but nearly all 30 students were relocated to the same 
school,” says Skinner.

The first year had a steep learning curve for the small OrchKids team. 
Some parents used the after-school program as a babysitting service with 
free snacks, often failing to pick up their kids at the conclusion of the 
program. Educating the community on the importance of consistency, 
commitment, and discipline was critical. Eventually, though, they started to 
make progress. “When parents came to the school and saw every corner of 
it filled with music, and even more importantly, saw their own child playing 
a violin or a trumpet, their faces lit up,” says Skinner. “They caught the 
vision. Their suspicions softened and they let their kids stay.”

The program grew to meet kids’ needs, much of them unrelated to music. 
It added meals, in-school music training in addition to the after-school 
program, tutoring for kids who were struggling academically, and an entire 
fabric of social engagement where kids felt safe, wanted, and hopeful. But 
that first year wasn’t easy. “We did a lot of soul searching,” says Skinner. 
“We questioned our purpose, and sometimes doubted we could succeed. But 
Marin never doubted. She remained committed to OrchKids staying a 
central part of the BSO’s relationship to Baltimore.” At the end of the first 
year, OrchKids hosted its first concert at which members of the BSO played 
alongside kids from the program. A packed gymnasium full of proud parents 
and community members were now certain that something special was 
happening in their community.
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In the second year, volunteers came out of the woodwork to support the 
program. Interns from universities would come to study it. Older kids volun-
teered to tutor younger kids in math and reading. Parents volunteered to 
make snacks and meals and helped with the basic running of the program. 
The program grew from 30 to 120 children almost overnight.

One of those new kids was Keith Fleming, who joined OrchKids when he 
was in first grade. One of four children to a single mom, Keith struggled 
almost daily. He got into fights. He would kick chairs, cry and yell, and 
throw tantrums at OrchKids. “I could have just thrown him out of the 
program, but what message would that have sent him? That he doesn’t 
matter? That would contradict everything OrchKids stands for,” says 
Skinner. “When we have kids like Keith who struggle, we lean in. We mentor 
and get close to them. We help them feel like they belong. Marin’s vision for 
OrchKids was precisely for kids like Keith; I knew if we stuck with him, he’d 
stick with us, and he’d make it.”

Keith eventually decided he wanted to play the tuba. He liked it so much, 
in fact, that he played it all the way through high school—and beyond. 
During his time in OrchKids, he got to attend the Peabody Conservatory 
Preparatory, which is part of one of the country’s most selective music 
schools, and play in prestigious music festivals such as Interlochen, Yola 
National, and the Alpine Brass Festival. In his later years, he began mentor-
ing younger musicians. When he graduated high school, Keith received a 
substantial scholarship to the University of Miami to study music.

He credits OrchKids for helping him when he needed it most. “They 
showed me that through hard times, they always had my back, and I want 
to do that for other kids,” says Fleming. “I want to start OrchKids programs 
around the world and help change kids’ lives the way mine was changed.”5 
Skinner says there are many stories like Keith’s in OrchKids. “We go the 
extra hundred miles for each kid because we know they are worth it. I 
remember waiting around until 9.30 pm with a kid whose parents hadn’t 
shown up to pick them up because that’s how much we care.”

Despite its affiliation with the BSO, an august institution, OrchKids caters 
to a broad taste in music. “We play everything from Beethoven to Beyoncé 
because this is about building great musicians, not just great technicians. 
They have to play music they love. Ultimately, our goal is to create great 
musicians and great members of society who see their futures with hope and 
possibility,” says Alsop. “OrchKids isn’t just a music program. It’s about envi-
sioning and realizing one’s dreams. My dream is to see Baltimore represented 
by an orchestra of these kids and become known as the ‘City of Music.’”6
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Today, OrchKids serves over 2,000 K-12 students throughout the greater 
Baltimore area. They have a staff of 60 full- and part-time team members. It 
has also inspired similar programs throughout the United States.

What can OrchKids teach us about what it means to be who we say we are?

●● It provides a model for how an organization embodied a stated purpose 
with concrete actions and hard work, not flowery words.

●● It was formed amidst real need and started by a leader who saw the 
opportunity to meet it.

●● It serves a good far beyond the cultural benefits of the Baltimore 
Symphony Orchestra—it is changing young people’s lives.

●● Its purpose felt so imperative that people clamored to be part of it; it 
created coalition out of a community.

●● It brought together people of vastly diverse backgrounds to join forces, 
set aside their differences, and amplify their efforts.

●● It helped create more just outcomes for those for whom life had not 
offered equitable opportunity.

●● OrchKids’ work has inspired many others to embody their purpose in 
new ways, and numerous cities have now adopted their model in the 
United States.

To Alsop, the BSO was meant to be so much more than just Baltimore’s 
symphony. It is a force of transformational change for the city it serves; 
music is as much the means as it is the ends. She and the BSO staked a claim 
on who they intended to be and backed it up through tangible acts.

Closing the Say–Do Gap

My research revealed that when a company is strategically clear on who it is 
and where it’s headed, and its actions match its words, people in the organi-
zation are three times more likely to tell the truth, act justly, and work 
purposefully. Clarity in your identity—being who you say you are—means 
that who you tell your employees and marketplace you are and who you 
actually are, meaning your actions match what you say, are completely 
consistent. It means that people in your organization are held accountable 
for embodying your stated values, and that the objectives you set cascade 
down through the organization so that every employee incorporates them 
into their job. When these things don’t happen, the stage is set for dishonesty.
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When a leader says that she wants her team to model the high value the 
company places on innovation by questioning the status quo, but then 
dismisses ideas her team offers in meetings, she signals that she doesn’t really 
mean what says—even if her intentions were genuine. When an employee 
tells his boss he will commit to being more accountable after he’s repri-
manded for being unreliable, but then misses the next two deadlines, he’s 
made an empty commitment. And when major strategic goals are set for an 
organization, a department, or a team, but remain disconnected from every 
employee’s daily responsibilities, once again, the message is, “We proclaim 
commitments we don’t really intend to keep.”

Every day, companies announce new “strategic priorities” nobody believes 
are possible. Mission and vision statements are unveiled to privately rolling 
eyes. Slogans proclaiming, “We’re going to be #1 in…” (fill in the blank) are 
trumpeted to cynical employees who have no idea what it means for them. 
And each time, leaders and their employees are inevitably forced to collude 
in a silent pact acknowledging they will say one thing but will do quite 
another. What if I told you it was ultimately easier, and a whole lot more 
beneficial long term, to simply do what you say you will? (Or relatedly, not 
make commitments you know you can’t keep.)

Ironically, this may be less obvious than you think.
When organizations fail to do the work to actually become who they’ve 

said they are, their statements of mission and values are viewed as, well, 
nothing more than slogans. Worse, this normalizes duplicity, as everyone in 
the organization now has to pretend what’s been declared is true when the 
evidence suggests otherwise. Tragically, this seems to be the standard in too 
many organizations. In a 2014 Australian study, conducted by Leading 
Teams, of more than 500 employees, only 20 percent of them found their 
missions and values to be inspiring, and nearly half didn’t even know what 
they were.7 One major study by the Gallup organization found that only 27 
percent of employees believe their company’s values and only 23 percent 
believe they could actually apply them to their jobs.8 Another study 
conducted in 2013 across several major academic institutions including the 
University of Chicago and Northwestern University, in partnership with the 
Great Place to Work institute, found that there was strong correlation 
between the financial performance of the organization and the extent to 
which employees felt the organization practiced the values it espoused.9 The 
implications are clear—if you’re full of it, everyone will know it, and your 
organization will underperform.
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Living the Words

Despite the common disconnect between their promises and actions, many 
companies are rapidly learning that embodying the purpose they claim, 
despite requiring a lot of hard work, has tremendous upsides. Consider 
market leaders like Seventh Generation, a cleaning and personal care prod-
ucts company whose purpose is “to inspire a consumer revolution that 
nurtures the health of the next seven generations,”10 or Plum Organics, a 
leading childhood nutrition company, whose purpose states, “We deliver 
nourishing, organic food to our nation’s little ones and raise awareness and 
advance solutions for childhood hunger and malnutrition in the United 
States.”11 India’s Tata Steel company declares integrity, responsibility, and 
unity as core values, and has been widely recognized around the world for 
how its actions embody those commitments, most notably in the area of 
sustainability and ethics, winning international awards and being ranked on 
the Ethisphere Institute’s most ethical companies for eight years.12 Guatemala’s 
Cementos Progreso, a cement production company, committed to environ-
mental stewardship through innovation and to an inclusive global economy. 
They’ve backed up those commitments with tangible actions, have won 
awards for clean production innovations, and were the first Guatemalan 
company to adhere to the United Nations Global Compact, an initiative 
through which the United Nations calls on the world’s companies to work 
together to achieve a common goal: a more sustainable and inclusive world 
economy.13 These companies have put their money where their mouth is and 
are living out their purpose through their everyday actions.

Many companies have taken their commitment to living their words to a 
new level by becoming certified B Corporations, a rigorous evaluation 
process that requires a company to demonstrate commitment to its purpose 
through meeting verified standards of performance in creating value for all 
their stakeholders: communities, employees, customers, suppliers, and the 
environment. All of these certified B Corps, and thousands of other compa-
nies, have adopted what is called a benefit governance structure that expands 
their legal duty beyond just maximizing profits for shareholders to benefiting 
multiple stakeholders. Ryan Honeyman is the author of The B Corps Hand
book: How you can use business as a force for good, and partner at LIFT 
Economy, itself a certified B Corps. In my interview with Ryan, he told me:

The rigor it takes to become a certified B Corps, or to pass the requirements 

of earning the legal classification, signals to customers and employees that you 

are a company people can trust. That you put your money and resources where 
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your mouth is. Your purpose is more than just words. People love the idea of 

associating with brands like Patagonia, Ben & Jerry’s, Allbirds and Danone, 

North America, knowing these brands are part of a community that’s advancing 

the idea of using business to serve a greater good.

Honeyman went on to explain that many companies use the B Corps certifi-
cation process to align their purpose to their actions even when they don’t 
pursue final certification. He said, “Just the act of trying to meet the rigorous 
standards moves a company closer to putting real teeth behind their purpose.”

Many established companies look at upstarts like those that become B 
Corps from their beginnings, that have purpose built into their DNA, and 
think, “Well, it’s easy to start out with purpose, but what about large, complex 
corporations that never considered purpose when they were founded?”

Understandable question. Let’s find out by looking at an organization 
that has proven it’s possible to transform a large, legacy company into one 
that discovers its purpose and lives it out every day.

When Indra Nooyi took over as CEO of PepsiCo in 2006, the company’s 
transformation was probably not anticipated by many people. As one of the 
world’s largest soft drink and snack food companies, PepsiCo had a portfo-
lio of products that was under attack for contributing to childhood obesity 
and diabetes. When people thought of companies committed to health and 
well-being, sustainability of people and planet, PepsiCo wasn’t top of mind.

Nooyi announced early in her tenure that she would be changing things. 
She acknowledged that consumers had long been making their purchasing 
decisions based on the principles of the brands they consumed, and top 
talent was increasingly choosing employers who served a greater good in the 
world, not just whoever paid the best. She committed to shifting the organi-
zation’s portfolio of products to more healthful choices, focusing on 
increasing access to clean water in the developing world, reducing PepsiCo’s 
overall carbon footprint, and empowering women around the world in the 
communities they serve and in their workforce. She believed companies 
needed to do more than deliver exceptional financial returns—they needed 
to make a positive contribution to the lives of all the stakeholders they 
served. Nooyi introduced the concept of Performance with Purpose as a new 
trajectory for the company.

For Nooyi, the commitment was personal. Having grown up in the devel-
oping world, where access to clean water was a challenge, she watched people 
standing in long lines to collect and store it. She believed that for a leader’s 
commitment to be authentic and not cosmetic, it needed to be personal.
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Her opening moves signaled to the PepsiCo workforce, especially the 
skeptics, that she meant what she’d said. In 2007, for example, she appointed 
a new head of R&D and chief science officer, Mehmood Khan, an endocri-
nologist from the Mayo Clinic. Though the economic downturn began just 
the next year, Nooyi gave him all the resources she’d committed to help him 
build a global R&D powerhouse.

Khan hired more than just the usual food scientists one might expect at 
a food and beverage company; he also brought in molecular biologists, 
pharmacologists, and nutritionists, including many women, to ensure 
PepsiCo had the capability to overhaul their product portfolio. They soon 
saw a dramatic reduction in salt, sugar, and fat from many of their core 
products without a loss of taste. They added numerous healthy snack and 
beverage companies to their portfolio, including Naked Juice, Bubly spar-
kling water, and Kevita, a line of probiotic beverages. To their snack line-up 
they added healthier options like Health Warrior plant-based nutrition 
bars, Stacy’s Pita chips, Bare Snacks fruit and vegetable snacks, and Off the 
Eaten Path veggie puffs. Not only that, but they shut down products in the 
pipeline, like one caffeine-enhanced snack, that risked belying their commit-
ment to Performance with Purpose. When Cheetos got pulled from school 
menus for not meeting nutritional standards, they worked for two years to 
invent equipment that enabled them to introduce whole grains into their 
snack products.

As far as sustainability went, PepsiCo dramatically redesigned their pack-
aging, replacing it with plant-based biodegradable materials, cut waste, 
invested in ways to reuse wastewater, and increased their use of renewable 
energy sources. Today, 100 percent of US PepsiCo facilities operate with 
renewable electricity, which accounts for more than half of its global electri-
cal load. Eighty-eight percent of their packaging is composable, recyclable, 
or biodegradable, with the goal of 100 percent by 2025. They’ve invested 
nearly $40 million in programs to provide women with needed resources for 
workforce readiness and in programs that empower women in the food 
system and in the farming industry. They’ve also improved their water usage 
efficiency in areas with high water scarcity while delivering access to safe 
water to 44 million people in high-risk areas.14

To sustain the company’s commitment using management processes like 
capital allocations, Nooyi required that every capital investment must get a 
sustainability sign-off. Performance with Purpose goals were set for every-
one at PepsiCo, from the top of the organization all the way down to 
mid-level managers. Celebrations and awards were given to exemplary 
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leaders who met or exceeded those goals, further reinforcing the company’s 
long-term commitment to its purpose.

Nooyi believes that it’s not enough for companies to simply give large 
amounts of money to worthy charitable causes. To do good in the world, 
companies need to change the way they make money. Her intention from 
the outset was clear—to set PepsiCo up to be purpose-driven long after her 
tenure as CEO was completed. She stepped down in 2018, after 12 years at 
the top, and in the time since, the company’s commitment hasn’t 
wavered.15, 16, 17, 18

Nooyi would be the first to admit that the journey to becoming a purpose-
driven company is grueling. It takes unwavering commitment, hard choices, 
and the compelling conviction of top leaders to transform a company to one 
rooted in a larger purpose, especially a sprawling legacy company like 
PepsiCo. But what she proved is undeniable.

While transforming a global company to be more purpose-driven may be 
difficult, it is entirely possible.

And those that make the expedition are reaping the rewards. Brands that 
have a clear commitment to improving their consumers’ quality of life 
outperform the stock market by 120 percent. Over the last decade, purpose-
driven brands have seen their valuation skyrocket by 175 percent. In one 
study of 28 companies over a 17-year period, purpose-driven companies 
grew by 1,681 percent in comparison with the S&P 500 average over the 
same span, 118 percent.19 Indeed, investors are increasingly migrating to 
ESG (Environmental, Sustainability, Governance) investment funds whose 
companies are assessed against rigorous criteria. And these funds also have 
outperformed the S&P 500, suggesting a strong correlation between 
stakeholder-driven commitment and shareholder-driven results.20

When Actions and Words Don’t Match

In a complex and noisy world, one where disruptive change is a daily occur-
rence, achieving consistency is a tall order. Trustworthiness in organizations 
is hard to come by, which is why employees are hungrier for it than ever. 
According to the Edelman Trust Barometer, discussed in the previous chap-
ter, 74 percent of respondents, citizens around the world from many walks 
of life and professions, say it’s critical that the organization they work 
for includes them in strategic planning processes, gives them a voice in key 
decisions, and fosters cultures that are inclusive and consistent with their 
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stated values. When organizations live up to these expectations, employees 
trust them. And when that happens, the results are indisputable: the Trust 
Barometer revealed that in organizations where employees trust their 
employers, 83 percent of employees are committed to doing great work, 74 
percent are loyal to the organization, and 78 percent actively advocate for 
the organization. In contrast, when employees don’t trust their organization, 
only 52 percent of them are committed to doing great work, 36 percent feel 
a sense of loyalty, and just 39 percent will advocate for the organization.21

Think about those implications for a minute. If you own or lead an 
organization, how would you feel if you were told only half of your people 
are committed to doing great work and only about a third feel loyal to you 
and would stick up for you given the chance? Sadly, too many organizations 
settle for the bare minimum from their employees, inevitably setting them-
selves up for getting their worst.

When an organization asserts its identity—what it aspires to do, who it 
intends to serve, and how it intends to operate—without doing everything 
to ensure its actions match its words, the outcomes can be disastrous. People 
want their company’s mission and values to be sacrosanct. And when they 
aren’t, the logical conclusion they draw is that the organization doesn’t 
mean what it says—and behaving in ways that contradict the mission or 
values is perfectly acceptable.

Here’s an example. The following comes from the Values Statement of a 
prominent US corporation, a onetime leader in its industry: “Customers can 
be better served when they have a relationship with a trusted provider that 
knows them well, provides reliable guidance, and can serve their full range 
of financial needs.” The company declared that this promise was built on 
three foundational pillars: “Relationships that last a lifetime; expertise and 
guidance to help customers make confident decisions; and going the extra 
mile to do what’s right.” Sounds inspiring, right? After all, who wouldn’t 
want to do business with such a principled organization?22 Indeed, in 2015, 
the company was honored as the 22nd most admired company by Fortune, 
and the seventh most respected company by Barron’s.23

This all sounds great until you learn we’re talking about Wells Fargo. Just 
two years after its accolades in Fortune and Barron’s, the company settled with 
federal regulators for $185 million for opening thousands of fraudulent 
customer accounts.24 Despite the company’s lofty statements, prosecutors found 
that more than 5,000 of the bank’s employees, under the objective of improving 
cross-selling across their product lines, opened up fake checking, credit card, 
and other accounts for customers without their consent or knowledge.25
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Wells Fargo’s public statements of mission and values—their identity—
were contradicted by a set of short-term objectives that led thousands of 
employees to act dishonestly. Did some of the employees try to blow the 
whistle? Yes. Some even quit. But thousands still participated. As a result, 
they must live with the consequences to their careers and consciences. The 
investigation conducted in the aftermath of the scandal pegged the top 
causes to be “a misalignment between stated and actual organizational 
vision and values” and “a high-pressure and cut-throat sales culture created 
by aggressive sales management, and performance management systems and 
unattainable incentive mechanisms.”26 So much for “going the extra mile to 
do what’s right,” which was in their mission statement.

From Purpose Washing to Purpose Activating

It’s very common for chronic bad behavior, poor performance, or a scandal 
to provoke a renewed focus on things like mission or values. Mergers or 
acquisitions also commonly spark a rethink to create a fresh start for two 
combining companies. But statements of identity that aren’t supported by 
actual efforts to change merely create an illusion of change.

Consider a company from my research that overhauled its values after a 
significant merger. The cultures of both organizations were very different, 
making integration much harder. One of the organizations, for example, had 
more formal processes for making decisions while the other relied on infor-
mal information channels. The more formal organization had a more “seri-
ous” feel to it while the other prided itself on having a “fun vibe.” The one 
thing they did have in common was that they both had very “polite” 
cultures—that is, people were deferent to leaders, avoided conflict, and genu-
inely very helpful to one another. The downside was that they weren’t bold 
in their sales activities, they didn’t hold people accountable for underper-
forming, and took forever to make decisions because everyone waited for 
“someone in charge” to make them. So, the new values statement included 
well-meaning but vague language like “We hold each other accountable,” 
“We challenge each other and the status quo,” and “We take ownership.” 
Not surprisingly, everyone felt these were “nice” values to have, but they 
ended up being cosmetic only, failing to provoke real changes in employee 
behavior. A year into the integration, employees from each company were 
still operating less cohesively, less accountably, and without any significant 
change in people’s level of “ownership”. Because the integration just bolted 
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together legacy pieces from each organization and painted on a new identity 
over two old ones rather than doing the work to embed that new identity 
into the organization, people remained mostly confused about how exactly 
they should act.

Turns out, such cosmetic attempts to brush on the appearance of change 
have a name.

All too often, companies sidestep the hard work of real change and reach 
for a seemingly “easy” solution: purpose washing. Some are genuinely lost, 
with little idea how to articulate and become their best selves, while others 
are making a deliberate choice to merely campaign for their stakeholders. 
Their goal is to claim the benefits of being a genuinely purpose-driven 
company and/or cover up disreputable behavior while not actually making 
any substantive change. Across the world, marketers and corporate strate-
gists are clamoring for ways to create the appearance of purpose and 
convince their markets they are committed to serving a greater good. 
Marketers are pulling every lever they can to put halos over their brands and 
companies, spinning a narrative of goodwill. Unfortunately for them, 
employees and consumers aren’t buying it. While 84 percent of consumers 
consider trust when purchasing, only 34 percent actually trust the brands 
they buy from, and 53 percent believe brands are purpose washing, meaning 
they aren’t as committed to a greater societal good as they claim.27

Purpose isn’t something to which you can apply the mantra “fake it ’til 
you make it”. You either mean what you say or you don’t, and if you don’t, 
people will see right through it. According to Edelman:

Purpose defines an organization’s authentic role and value in society that allows 

it to simultaneously grow its business and positively impact the world. It must 

be deeply embedded within the organization, the brand and the experience that 

is delivered.28

In my quest to learn how companies can work toward aligning their 
purpose with their actions, I spoke with John Rosling, CEO of the Contexis 
Group, a London-based global consulting and research firm dedicated to 
helping companies understand and measure purpose as a way to drive stra-
tegic growth. I wanted to talk about Contexis’s work measuring the impact 
of purpose on an organization’s performance. For the last five years, in 
partnership with the University of Cambridge and Plymouth University, 
Contexis, a certified B Corp, set out on an audacious quest: to prove the 
connection between purpose and performance. Rosling told me, “What is 
clear in the data is that having a purpose isn’t sufficient. Your people won’t 
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trust your purpose until they see it activated. People may intellectually 
understand your purpose. But they won’t believe it until the company’s 
actions follow closely behind the words.” It’s clear that words matter; 
Contexis’s comparison of companies that had no purpose at all vs. those 
that had one they failed to activate should be a wake-up call for anyone 
who doubts this. According to Rosling:

What we found is that where companies say anything purposeful, it has 

almost no impact at all. Where they say something purposeful and then do 

the opposite, the situation becomes worse. You see higher levels of cynicism 

and disengagement. Employees can tolerate a company that is just driven by 

financial performance. They might prefer a company that is also driven to serve 

a greater purpose but they’ll settle for one that just focuses on the bottom line 

if that’s all they can get. But if you claim to serve a purpose that your actions 

deny, now you’ve lied to people. And once you’ve done that, you have lost their 

trust and turned their behavior toward their own interests.

Contexis’s research has additionally shown that companies genuinely 
embodying the purpose they claim have higher levels of innovation, which 
is fueled by greater degrees of trust between employees and leaders, which 
in turn leads to higher levels of financial returns. Purpose-driven companies 
also spur more ownership over results because employees believe they have 
the autonomy to act in the interests of those the company serves. Conversely, 
the less a company’s stated purpose aligns with its actions, the more distrust 
and cynicism (and reduced opportunity) reign.

In one financial services company Contexis worked with, efforts to better 
understand the gap between their purpose and their lack of results yielded 
astounding insights. The leaders who called in Contexis believed their issue 
to be one of communications—that despite having crafted a compelling 
purpose statement, they’d simply failed to properly communicate it down 
through the organization so that everyone clearly understood it. Rosling 
said, “What really mystified them was the more they talked about their 
purpose, the worse things appeared to get.” Clearly, they assumed that talk-
ing about their purpose was synonymous with actually living their purpose. 
But all the talk was doing was sharpening the contrast for employees 
between words and actions.

On Contexis’s Purpose Index, the instrument they use to measure the 
impact of a company’s purpose on its performance, Rosling said he would 
have expected the division in the financial services company they were working 
with to score around a 70—an average score within the index. This division 
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scored an 18, the lowest Contexis had ever seen. Within the group, the lowest-
scoring employees were a very cynical group of long-term middle managers 
who had no trust in upper management’s commitment to the company’s 
stated purpose. These employees clearly understood the company’s purpose 
statement. They just didn’t believe it. Management hadn’t failed at communi-
cating it—they’d failed at living it.

Through a series of carefully facilitated conversations between middle 
and senior management where leaders disclosed some of their frustrations 
about management and their feelings of betrayal after watching friends and 
colleagues lose their jobs, middle managers began to discover the relevance 
of the purpose in their own lives. One manager became irate during a 
session, exclaiming, “Look, I’m getting really angry about all of this. I don’t 
see any point. The reason I come to work is to protect my kids and put food 
on the table.” And someone else in the session said, “Isn’t making that possi-
ble what we do for our customers? Isn’t the purpose of our bank ultimately 
to protect society and help everyone do that too?”

Over the course of just seven months, the division’s revenues grew by 
more than 15 percent and trust dramatically increased. “They went from 
being ranked near the bottom of all the divisions in the company to being 
ranked near the top,” said Rosling. People began personalizing the compa-
ny’s purpose in practical ways. For example, one credit manager said that 
when someone turned in a sloppy credit report, he would have simply 
returned it, denied it, or told the person to redo it, after demotivating them 
with harsh feedback. If this happens now, he simply asks the employee, 
“How does a shoddy credit report like this help us make life better for our 
customers?” Employees then want to redouble their efforts.

As this story shows, the gap between having and living a purpose is often 
one simple behavioral degree of separation. Here’s another example, involv-
ing an executive I worked with; we’ll call him Alex. When Alex and I first 
met, he expressed deep concerns about a market downturn that was creat-
ing severe cost pressures. When I asked how his team was dealing with the 
threat, he looked puzzled. He said, “Well, they don’t know how bad it is, 
because if I alarm them, they’ll panic and the best ones will bail.”

Now I was puzzled. “But one of your core values is transparency. Why 
wouldn’t you engage them to rally the best ideas and strongest commitment 
to making sure you can weather the storm?”

His response was telling: “Well, transparency doesn’t mean telling people 
everything does it? Isn’t it better to withhold some information if sharing it 
would lead to chaos?” I reminded him that the inherent promise behind the 
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value of transparency was trust—that he would trust people with informa-
tion. Even unpleasant information. He wasn’t trying to be deceitful. He 
genuinely believed he was living up to the promise of that value and hadn’t 
considered the horrible consequences of what could happen when people 
found out how long he’d withheld the fact that the company was in trouble. 
So he decided on a do-over. He chose to share the company’s financial chal-
lenges with his team, and in a way that genuinely appealed to their sense of 
commitment. Working together, they found ways to substantially trim costs 
without any job losses—solutions he would have never found on his own. It 
wasn’t enough for him to genuinely mean to be transparent. It meant becom-
ing transparent, especially when it was hard and things felt precarious.

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

If you had been in Alex’s position, how transparent do you think you would 

have been? If you had been on Alex’s team, what would you have wanted him 

to do differently?

Misalignment: Take It Personally

When a company genuinely recognizes its failure to live up to its identity, it 
should acknowledge that failure with honest humility and resolve to change. 
Similarly, when you recognize that your own actions and words haven’t 
aligned with your own, or the company’s, purpose and values, go out of 
your way to reconcile them. My client Alex, above, offers a positive example 
of course correcting. Once he realized his actions didn’t match the value of 
transparency he espoused, he wanted to do the right thing for his organiza-
tion; he just needed help learning how to align his choices with his values. 
But without self-honesty, leaders feel compelled to simply appear resolute. 
Instead of amending their actions, they amend the mission or values in a 
reactive way by writing down good behaviors that sound corrective of the 
bad behaviors they want to eliminate. “Urgency” suddenly becomes part of 
a mission when time to market takes longer than the rest of the industry and 
pressure from the board is mounting. “Transparency” becomes a value when 
there’s been a cover-up. “Diversity and inclusion” becomes a priority after 
too many discrimination lawsuits.

When a new statement of identity is created with the unspoken intention 
of fixing the people asked to embrace it, you can bet embracing it is the last 
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thing that happens. As was the case with the merged companies discussed 
above, using new statements of identity this way ends up shielding an organ-
ization from honesty. Like great magicians who use sleight-of-hand deflection 
to trick audiences, campaigns touting new identities arouse the illusion of 
commitment to change while the real sources of bad behavior remain lurk-
ing in the background. This is true for both individuals and organizations. 
When we know, consciously or subconsciously, that our actions and words 
don’t match, our resulting shame triggers the universal need to keep up 
appearances: to hide. But trying to cover up our hypocrisy is similar to 
putting a blanket over a pile of rotting food. Eventually the foul odor perme-
ates. As leaders and organizations, we need to value authenticity more than 
we value the illusion of it. And that means when we find a gap between who 
we say we are and what we do, we need to expose it and deal with it.

Talk Isn’t Cheap

Not all gaps between a company’s stated identity and actions are as egre-
gious as Wells Fargo’s were. They don’t make headlines, they don’t result in 
criminal charges, and they don’t destroy the organization’s reputation 
(though they may certainly damage it). But everyday choices like exaggerat-
ing results, “forgetting” to invite an organizational nemesis to a critical 
meeting, omitting important facts in a report, or taking credit for another’s 
work, and the rationalizations we concoct to justify them, are just as toxic. 
And sadly, more prevalent than we want to believe. See if any of this next 
story sounds familiar. My hunch is that it will be for more than a few of you.

In 2015, the newly appointed CEO of a $16 billion US global consumer 
products company who we’ll call Blake reached out to me to ask for help. “I 
feel like every day I come to work to referee another knife fight or street 
brawl. Short of firing everyone, I’m out of options for how to rehumanize 
this place,” he explained. The company’s portfolio of home care products 
was underperforming across the board as consumers had new and better 
choices. Much of this was due to self-inflicted wounds; three years earlier, 
out of desperation, the previous regime had adopted the then-admired Jack 
Welch-ian approach to competitive focus, declaring they would be either #1 
or #2 in their markets across their portfolio. Unfortunately, the definition of 
what #1 or #2 meant was left painfully unclear. The more people tried to 
protect their careers by meeting this ambiguous aspiration, the more self-
involved they became.



HONESTY IN IDENTITY56

While the company’s identity grew increasingly unclear, the environment 
eventually became so internally competitive that the worst form of dishonesty 
took hold, and sabotaging fellow employees became routine. Misreporting 
of a rival’s performance, withholding information that colleagues needed to 
solve problems, and making outlandishly false allegations of misconduct 
were common weapons of choice. To avoid career suicide, divisional leaders 
resorted to aggressive means to achieve competitive superiority, or at least 
the appearance of it. Leaders were contorting data in creative ways to stake 
their claims as #1 or #2. The resulting environment became cutthroat. If a 
finance director didn’t like a divisional leader, his weekly sales and revenue 
report could mysteriously be a day or two late. If a brand marketer learned 
that a colleague in charge of a different brand was launching a new creative 
campaign, she might call the agency working on it with an “emergency 
project” to delay her colleague’s launch.

To stem the hostile tide, Blake’s predecessors established new operating 
principles to try to shape a more collaborative, respectful environment: “We 
succeed together”; “We value our differences”; “We put others first”; “We 
operate with the utmost of integrity”; and “We build partnerships across 
the organization.” The entire campaign was branded with breathtaking 
creativity. Hallways in every building had stories of people “living the prin-
ciples” and screensavers that said “I’m Principled” flashed across sleeping 
computers. The usual swag of t-shirts, ball caps, and, for the especially priv-
ileged, leather backpacks, all proudly bearing the campaign’s logo, was 
everywhere. Senior leaders facilitated workshops to discuss the importance 
of the principles.

But underneath the largely cosmetic campaign still lurked a toxic culture 
of extreme individuality and competitiveness. After one business review, 
Blake said to me, “They’ve learned to use the words, now we need to get 
them to live by them. I don’t believe half of what I just heard in those busi-
ness reviews, and I know they don’t either.” Why not? Because the way the 
organization planned and budgeted didn’t change in a way that encouraged 
sharing resources. This made “partnerships” almost impossible to form. Nor 
were accountability systems changed to encourage and reward new behav-
iors. That meant “we succeed together” was still going to mean “I will 
succeed even if you don’t.” Leaders weren’t expected to adopt behaviors like 
self-awareness and empathy. Without these, “valuing differences” was a pipe 
dream. The inevitable consequence was that old toxic behaviors simply took 
on new forms. Leaders quickly learned that if you wanted to sabotage a 
colleague now, all you had to say was, “I really don’t feel like she lives the 
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principles,” usually delivered with blustery indignation for effect to really 
ostracize her. Instead of shaping healthier behavior, the new principles 
became weaponized, subversively perpetuating old behavior. Blake’s story 
offers a sobering look at what happens when you unveil new promises with-
out doing the hard work to change an organization so those promises can 
be kept. I can’t count the number of times I’ve been asked to help define new 
missions or values for an organization that had no intention of doing more 
than putting them on a colorful poster.

Fortunately, this story has a happy ending. Blake found the courage to 
acknowledge the complicated situation and decided he wasn’t afraid of the 
long journey and hard decisions ahead. He did the hard work all leaders 
must do if they are committed to becoming who they say they want to be. 
He removed senior leaders who were unable to lead in a more collaborative, 
unified way. He designed a new organization, beginning with an honest 
assessment of its competitive positions, and set realistic goals for its future. 
He included many voices in the process of transforming the company, taking 
a transparent and holistic approach. Cross-functional teams spent months 
working through the best alternatives to organizing the company to deliver 
the new strategy. They designed every function and region of the company 
to make sure it had a clearly defined purpose, simple metrics to track perfor-
mance, and clarity about the boundaries of their decision-making authority. 
They focused especially on ensuring every employee’s behavior was aligned 
with what the company was trying to do and the principles by which they 
said they would operate.

Blake incorporated accountability for living the company’s stated prom-
ises into the company’s selection, rewards, assessment, and career advancement 
processes. He made it part of everyday conversations. He created a monthly 
town hall with the top 300 leaders of the company; in each one, he had to 
come prepared to answer the question, “What meaningful actions have you 
taken in the last month to advance our stated mission and values?” And he 
expected everyone in the town hall to have an answer as well—people knew 
that if he called on them, he expected an honest response.

This is what it looks like to really align a company’s actions with its words.
From start to finish, the transformation took two and a half years. By the 

time it was over, Blake calculated that the price tag, which included the 
previous regime’s failed attempts to change, lost market opportunities, 
unwanted talent defections and re-staffing costs, and Blake’s investment in 
overhauling the company, was in the vicinity of $340 million. He also calcu-
lated that the company would have gone out of business within five years 
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had he not completed the transformation. By no means was it perfect, but 
Blake was determined to hold the organization accountable for being who it 
said it was, and this was his best shot. When we reflected on the differences 
between using merely words to bring clarity to strategic identity vs. words 
and actions, Blake quipped, “Whoever said talk is cheap never had to trans-
form a company that overvalued it.”

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

If you worked in Blake’s organization, how do you think you’d have supported, 

or not, his efforts? Is there anything he did you’d want to emulate? If you were 

coaching Blake, what might he have done differently?

Your work may not be as sweeping as Blake’s. Perhaps you are focused on a 
small team or one department. Regardless of the extent to which you’re looking 
to align your words and actions, the lesson from these stories is that you have 
to embed your promises into every aspect of your and your team’s work if you 
want to make sure the promises are actually fulfilled by everyone’s actions.

The great news is that small wins count. Our statistical models show that 
if you improve alignment between who you say you are and what you do by 
even 25 percent, you can increase employees’ truth telling, just behavior, and 
purpose-driven actions by 10 percent. This isn’t an all-or-nothing proposi-
tion. Incremental improvements across your entire organization will be 
tangibly felt and appreciated.

Get Busy: Be Who You Say You Are

Take Stock of How Well You Are Keeping Your Promises

Dissect your company’s various statements (vision, purpose, mission, brand, 
values, etc.) and identify the implied promises to yourself, colleagues, 
employees, and customers. What commitments are being honored? If you 
say you value inclusion and respect, evaluate how your employees would 
grade you on these metrics. How diverse is your workplace? How is that 
measured? What should your customers experience? If you say you want to 
inspire people to reach their full potential, how often do you mentor others? 
How much do you invest in people’s development?
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Here’s a simple tool you can use to evaluate how well you and your team 
are living up to the standards your company has proclaimed. For each of 
your company’s statements—your purpose or mission—as well as each of 
your stated values, answer the following questions:

1	 What does this statement mean to me personally?

2	 How do I intentionally try to live by it in my daily work or leadership?

3	 How does my team try to live by it together in our daily work? (Another 
way to think about this is, “How often do we actually talk about this?”)

4	 Where have we shined in living out this statement?

5	 Where have we fallen short?

6	 What’s one thing we could do to more consistently embody this statement?

Incorporate Your Commitments into Daily Practices

Use these statements to form the basis of how you set priorities, invest 
resources, and guide meetings. Set aside time to talk with your team and 
colleagues about where you are being true to these commitments, and where 
you could improve. Use the list of promises you identified in the step above 
to appraise your calendar and see if you’re dedicating enough time to ensure 
that the promises are kept. How confident are you that those you work most 
closely with see you as an example, and not a contradiction, of the promises 
your organization has made? What do you base your conclusion on?

Cascade Commitments Through the Organization

To be sure that every employee understands how their work contributes to 
the organization’s most important objectives, make sure that those objec-
tives are carefully translated down through every level, to every employee, 
in a systematic way. Be certain every individual and team goal is directly 
relevant to the broader organizational strategy it serves. If you can’t make a 
clear connection, change their goals so you can.

Get Feedback

Use a basic survey feedback tool to ask others around you to assess the 
degree to which they see you, your team, or your whole organization living 
up to the statements of identity. Allow them to rate you against each of the 
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promises you identified. You can use a simple tool like SurveyMonkey or 
Qualtrics to turn your identified promises into assessment items others in 
your organization can evaluate. For example, if one of your promises is 
“valuing creativity,” you might assess this by asking respondents to rate a 
statement like “Our organization/my leader supports new ideas from a 
variety of places.”

Take Responsibility for Gaps

If you’ve identified places where you have not been true to who you’ve 
claimed to be, or your organization has not been true to who it’s claimed to 
be, it’s likely others have borne the consequences of the gap. If you say you 
value empowerment, but you’re still involved in making decisions you 
shouldn’t be making, ask your team to help shift decision-making rights that 
should be theirs away from you. If your mission or purpose infers that you 
are serving a specific set of stakeholders (patients, families, women, children, 
etc.) but you never talk about how your work impacts those stakeholders, 
add a standing segment to your meeting agenda where you solicit stories of 
helping them, or even invite one of them in as a guest to speak. If your team 
has let down key internal stakeholders who rely on them for critical work, 
make amends and apologize where needed. Make a commitment to closing 
the gaps, and ask others to hold you accountable for doing so.

Have the Hard Conversations

No company is perfect, and your honest assessment will inevitably reveal 
problematic gaps, some of which are outside your control. You could choose 
to conclude, “Well, I can only control what I can.” Or you could muster the 
courage and engage executive peers, or even leaders more senior than you, 
in hard conversations about contradictions and hypocrisies they likely 
notice as well. You don’t have to be harsh or judgmental. Be empathic and 
curious, assuming that nobody is intentionally trying to be hypocritical. 
Your courage to at least start the conversation everyone is probably think-
ing about but avoiding could be the catalyst that sets change in motion.

Identify a Greater Good to Serve

If your organization hasn’t formally declared a purpose-driven cause to be 
part of its mission, that doesn’t mean you can’t do so for your team. Whether 
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you are an accounting team or a geographical division of a technology 
company, you can “zoom out” and identify a reason for your organization 
to get out of bed in the morning eager to make a difference. Don’t think 
cosmetically, or you may run the risk of purpose washing. Rather, think 
deeply about how the organization you lead or are part of is enriching the 
lives of others—whether customers outside the organization or stakeholders 
inside of it. Create the compelling reason for you and your team to contrib-
ute your best work—for the good of someone else.

Dream Big

Think about what would happen if everyone in your organization actually 
believed that the things you claim about your company were sacred and 
true. And because they did, they came to work every day passionate about 
personally embodying those claims. What would that look like? What would 
be different from today? How would it feel to work at such a place? How 
does it feel not to?

Defining and embodying your organization’s strategic identity takes 
courage, self-honesty, and perseverance. The decision not to, or to simply 
assume things “are close enough,” is a decision to risk being the headline 
story in your worst nightmare. While I’m not a fan of justifying this work as 
a form of “scandal avoidance,” any sort of motivation is better than leaving 
things to chance. But setting out to be who you say you are because you 
want to be seen as an organization of integrity, a company where actions 
and words align, is the ideal reason to make changes. It may well be the 
hardest thing you ever do, but I can promise you fewer things in your profes-
sional (or personal) life will be more rewarding or transformative.

Ok, now let’s make this conversation really personal: let’s talk about your 
purpose.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

●● It is not enough for an organization to have mission, vision, and values 

statements, however masterfully written. An organization’s purpose must be 

easily observable in the everyday actions of its employees.

●● Your people won’t trust your purpose until they see it activated.

●● The marketplace can handsomely reward being honest about who you are as 

a company; purpose-driven companies financially outperform their 
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Joining a Bigger Story: Connecting 
My Purpose to Our Purpose
Set your intention: How is my job a pathway  

to living out my purpose in the world?

Hope From a Bigger Story

In June 1987, Walter McMillian, a Black logger from Monroeville, Alabama, 
was convicted of murdering Ronda Morrison, a white 18-year-old dry-
cleaning clerk. He was sentenced to death. At the time of the murder, 
McMillian was 11 miles away at a fish fry, in the company of dozens of 
witnesses who could vouch for his alibi. That didn’t stop the Alabama crim-
inal justice system from railroading him, however. In a shocking miscarriage 
of justice, McMillian was immediately sent to Homan State prison, 
Alabama’s death row, to await his trial, as if a death sentence were a fore-
gone conclusion. His trial began on August 15, 1988 and took just a day 
and a half. It had been moved from a county that was predominantly Black 
to one that was primarily White. He was found guilty of first-degree murder 
despite a gaping absence of evidence and coerced testimony from career 
criminals and sentenced to life in prison. When sentencing occurred, using 
the highly prejudicial and controversial “judicial override,” the judge presid-
ing over the case, Robert E. Lee Key, Jr., ignored the jury’s sentencing 
recommendation of life in prison and sentenced McMillian to death.1

About four years prior to McMillian’s arrest, Bryan Stevenson, a 23-year-
old Black law school student at Harvard, was interning with the Southern 
Prisoners Defense Committee (SPDC), a non-profit organization formed to 
protect the civil rights of people of color and poor people. For his first 
assignment, he was sent to inform a prisoner on death row in Georgia 

65



HONESTY IN IDENTITY66

named Henry that he was not at risk of execution within the next year 
because a date for his execution hadn’t been set. Stevenson was extremely 
nervous and stammered when he spoke, as he assumed Henry would not be 
pleased that Stevenson’s only news was that a date hadn’t officially been set 
for his execution.

Henry, however, was struck with sheer joy. He’d been avoiding having his 
wife and children visit him in prison, fearing what it would be like to face 
them, knowing the date of his death had been scheduled. Now he felt free to 
see them.

At the time, Stevenson was deeply ambivalent about what he wanted to 
do with his life, and uncertain if he even wanted to become a lawyer. But his 
brief time working in Georgia representing Black men unjustly prosecuted 
and wrongfully convicted to death changed the course of his life.2

Stevenson grew up poor in rural Delaware and experienced segregation 
until the second grade. Even after the Civil Rights Act was passed, he expe-
rienced the same inequity and mistreatment the legislation was intended to 
end. Not only that, but he suffered deep personal tragedy. When he was 16, 
his grandfather was murdered in his Philadelphia home. His murderers were 
sentenced to life in prison.

His grandfather’s murder proved to be a seminal moment in Stevenson’s 
life, as he called on the deep principles of his faith to weather the heartache 
and loss. Stevenson later said in an interview with People magazine, “Because 
my grandfather was older, his murder seemed particularly cruel. But I came 
from a world where we valued redemption over revenge.”3

And redemption is exactly what Stevenson has dedicated his entire life to.
In 1985, after graduating from Harvard, he moved to Atlanta to join the 

SPDC, now renamed the Southern Center for Human Rights, as a full-time 
attorney, and was assigned to run their Alabama operation. Stevenson 
discovered two crises in the state. First, it had the fastest-growing popula-
tion of prisoners condemned to death in the country, with nearly 100 people 
on death row. Second, it had no public defender system. That meant an 
enormous number of prisoners, largely Black and poor, had no representa-
tion whatsoever while facing a death sentence that—as far as Stevenson 
could tell—could well have been wrongfully issued.

While Stevenson was visiting with multiple convicted, unrepresented 
prisoners, he crossed paths with McMillian. His emotional insistence of his 
innocence struck a nerve with Stevenson, and they began their long relation-
ship and journey to exonerate McMillian. Between 1990 and 1993, the 
Alabama Court of Criminal Appeals denied four of McMillian’s appeals 
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despite substantial evidence of judicial misconduct on the part of prosecutors 
and no evidence of his guilt other than the falsely coerced testimony of 
convicted criminals.

Finally, in February 1993, on McMillian’s fifth appeal, the Alabama 
courts ruled that the state had denied him due process and remanded his 
case for a new trial. The following week, Stevenson filed to dismiss all 
charges, and on March 2, 1993, McMillian was exonerated.

In 1989, Stevenson founded the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) in Montgomery, 
Alabama, a non-profit organization that provides legal representation to 
people who have been illegally convicted, unfairly sentenced, or abused in 
state jails and prisons. Since then, McMillian’s is just one of the many wrong-
ful convictions the organization has helped overturn. Stevenson has argued 
and won many cases in the US Supreme Court, including a 2019 ruling 
protecting condemned prisoners who suffer from dementia. In 2012, he won 
a landmark ruling that banned mandatory sentences of life imprisonment 
without parole for all children aged 17 or younger. He and his team have won 
reversals, relief, or release from prison for more than 135 wrongly condemned 
prisoners on death row, and relief for hundreds of others who were unfairly 
sentenced or wrongly convicted.4 Stevenson’s work, and his relationship with 
McMillian, are chronicled in his bestselling book, Just Mercy: A story of 
justice and redemption, and inspired a 2019 major motion picture of the 
same name.

Stevenson believes that inequity underlies many wrongful convictions. He’s 
stated numerous times, “Our criminal justice system treats you better if you’re 
rich and guilty than if you’re poor and innocent. Wealth, not culpability, 
shapes the outcomes.” Additionally, for decades Stevenson has been shedding 
critical light on the violence the African American community has faced (and 
continues to face). This culminated with the opening in 2018 of the National 
Memorial for Peace and Justice, “The nation’s first memorial dedicated to the 
legacy of enslaved Black people, people terrorized by lynching, African 
Americans humiliated by racial segregation and Jim Crow, and people of 
color burdened with contemporary presumptions of guilt and police violence.”5

One of the most formative moments that shaped Stevenson’s remarkable 
journey came at the end of his first meeting with Henry when he was still an 
intern. The guards abruptly ended it by shoving Henry, his body shackled, 
out of the cell where they met, Stevenson recalls in Just Mercy. He looked 
kindly at Stevenson and began singing a hymn they both sang as children in 
church. After the meeting, Stevenson reflected on the life-changing impact it 
had on him. He returned to Harvard with a newly discovered purpose:
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I had come into the prison with such anxiety and fear about Henry’s willingness 

to tolerate my inadequacy. I didn’t expect him to be compassionate or generous. 

I had no right to expect anything from a condemned man on death row. Yet 

he gave me an astonishing measure of his humanity. In that moment, Henry 

altered something in my understanding of human potential, redemption, and 

hopefulness.

Developing the skills to quantify and deconstruct the discrimination and 

inequality I saw became urgent and meaningful. My short time on death row 

revealed that there was something missing in the way we treat people in our 

judicial system, that maybe we judge some people unfairly. The more I reflected 

on the experience, the more I recognized that I had been struggling my whole 

life with the question of how and why people are judged unfairly.6

Whenever people ask me who my heroes are, people whose lives and stories 
have profoundly impacted me, Bryan Stevenson is the first name I respond 
with. To me, his life is an inspired emblem of what living an honest life of 
purpose looks like. His dedication, perseverance, sacrifice, and suffering on 
behalf of others is an epic story I can only hope to emulate by even a small 
fraction. Equality and justice for the defenseless have remained the plumb 
line of his life for four decades.

Discovering Your Purpose

There’s a famous quote, often misattributed to Mark Twain, that goes, “The 
two most important days of a person’s life are the day they are born, and the 
day they find out why.” This is a riff on the timeless existential question 
haunting most, of “Why am I here?” Sadly, many of us spend a lifetime 
searching for the answer.

I was fortunate to discover a deep sense of purpose relatively early in my 
career. Oddly, it was by choosing the wrong one. I began my profession in 
the performing arts and studied diligently in a prestigious school in New 
York City to cultivate my craft. Unlike many aspiring artists I was lucky to 
actually earn a living at it while studying. But while my friends expressed 
envy at my good fortune, I suffered silently with a gnawing sense of unease. 
Though I couldn’t quite name it at the time, I was overcome by boredom. 
Doing the same performance eight times a week indefinitely was the dream 
of many of my friends, but to me, it felt like a life sentence of monotony. So, 
I decided to take a break from NYC and travel the world with a non-profit 
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company that used the arts as a medium to educate. The vast array of mate-
rial and audiences with whom we worked assured me I would never be 
bored. And the opportunity to live and travel all over the world early in my 
career felt like a once-in-a-lifetime privilege.

The organization had contracts with the US Military and State Depart
ment. In the mid-1980s, prior to Germany’s reunification and the fall of the 
Iron Curtain, I found myself working in (West) Germany doing a program 
for a very disparate group that included both American and German mili-
tary soldiers and officers, official State personnel, their families, and other 
civilians. The term “diversity and inclusion” didn’t exist then, but if it had, it 
would have been included in the program name. It was being held in the 
chapel at Dachau, the former Nazi concentration camp. The multiple levels 
of painful irony—performing in a chapel, a place symbolizing love and 
compassion, inside a death camp, the very essence of hate, while conversing 
about tolerating differences—weren’t lost on anyone in the room.

During the group discussion, a young American soldier, probably only a 
few years older than me, stood up, and with vulnerable courage expressed 
to the group, “I’m just so tired of being trained to hate.” The room fell quiet. 
As the leader of the discussion, I was stunned. My first thought was, “How 
on earth did something we did up here make him think that?” We proceeded 
to process his feelings in an emotional and authentic discussion with the 
group.

I wanted to know more about this soldier, so after the program I asked 
him if he wanted to get a beer—we were near Munich and it was almost 
Oktoberfest, so that seemed like the logical thing to do. We spoke for hours 
about his experience fighting for his country, why he’d joined the military, 
what he was proud of, and where he struggled. I learned about his internal 
battle between his values and being trained to kill, feeling forced to see 
others as the enemy first, humans second. I was fascinated and endlessly 
curious about all that our program had provoked within him, and he was 
deeply grateful for the material we’d presented and the chance to talk about 
it with me. After we parted ways, my mind was ablaze with an entirely new 
view of my work. Like Bryan Stevenson after his first meeting with Henry 
when he was still in law school, I knew this conversation had changed the 
course of my life—I just didn’t know how, at least not yet. All I could 
conclude was, “Telling great stories is interesting, but having the chance to 
engage others in their own stories, that was inspiring and lifegiving.” And I 
knew I’d never get bored with it.
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And for nearly 40 years, I never have.
All of us have formative moments that shape the trajectory of our lives. 

Bryan Stevenson’s experiences in Georgia during law school certainly shaped 
his. Sometimes we can read and follow the signs, and other times we blast 
right past them. Self-help and business literature is teeming with formulas 
and templates for discovering your life’s purpose. They infer that finding 
purpose is akin to following a difficult soufflé recipe—it’s hard, but if you 
follow the instructions, it won’t fall in. Nothing could be further from the 
truth. Finding your purpose, and then connecting it to the larger purpose of 
the organization you’re a part of, is an ongoing pursuit. It’s a messy process 
of trial and error. There are triumphs—moments of crystal clarity where you 
do your best work, feel proud, and make a difference for others using the 
gifts and talents you’ve worked hard to develop. And there are misfortunes—
moments of heartbreaking failure, horrific bosses, endless struggles to 
cultivate skills you feel you’ll never grasp, years trying to get someone to 
notice your passion and contribution while feeling invisible, and dark, lonely 
nights spent feeling inadequate, rudderless, and futile. That’s all part of the 
journey toward finding and living our purpose.

It’s all necessary. And if you want to live a gratifying life of meaning, it’s 
all worth it.

But rest assured, your determination to live purposefully will get tested 
early, and often.

When Purpose Gets Tested

As the last few stragglers hustled into the conference room, now about 350 
people full, the final session of Taking It Personally: Learning to embrace 
our values began. At the ripe old age of 29, I was part of the team tasked 
with redefining my company’s culture. Every employee had been given a 
comprehensive guidebook on how these new values should shape our future 
behavior. As a company in the energy industry facing huge disruption, refo-
cusing on values like teamwork and innovation was meant to spur us on to 
new ways of working together and successfully navigating change. My pres-
entation was on how to use the guide.

During the Q&A session, as had been the case in previous sessions, an 
employee asked, “Do you honestly think this book is going to change how 
people behave? I mean, the people in the plants who don’t act anything like 
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this today—do you actually think they’re going to give a crap?” My palms 
were sweating as I glanced down into the first row and saw the CEO and his 
team waiting to see how I responded. I desperately wanted him to jump up, 
grab the mic, and give the same compelling speech that he had given our 
team after we devised the values. “I intend to make these values a personal 
matter for every employee,” he had said, and he did.

As I was about to speak, I flashed back to one of the most important 
moments of the entire project. During the year-long initiative, I became a 
father for the first time—right as we were coming up on a major deadline 
which I feared I might miss. The CEO called my home several days later. I 
assumed it was to ask about progress on the deadline. After I picked up the 
phone I nervously launched into a clumsy explanation of where things stood 
and when I’d get the work done. But before I got very far, he interrupted me 
with his characteristic chuckle, and said, “That’s not why I’m calling, Ron. I 
just wanted to check to see how you, your wife, and son were doing. I’d 
heard there were some complications and I was concerned.” In that moment 
he showed me a type of integrity I’d not seen in a leader before. He ended 
the call by telling me that he’d extended the deadline for my section by two 
weeks. Coincidentally, the section of the guidebook I was working on was 
about integrity. Its title? “Our actions match our words.”

I was jolted out of the flashback by the glares of an impatient audience. 
I steeled myself and responded to the cynical employee’s question: “Look, 
nobody believes this culture change is going to be easy. But we have to do it. 
If we want to be proud of our company again, if we want to learn to compete 
differently as our industry changes, we need to live by these values. And I 
believe that if we work together, we can all make it happen.” I glanced down 
again, saw the CEO and his team smiling, and breathed a sigh of relief, 
knowing I’d “carried the flag” well. But deep inside, I knew there was a big 
problem.

I had just lied to 350 people. And they all knew it.
While the CEO was a good, principled man who genuinely believed in 

living by these values, the rest of his team did not. Some gave them lip 
service, while others mocked them behind his back. Furthermore, the rest of 
the organization was incapable of making this kind of change, and I knew 
it. There was significant division among the company’s nine plants and its 
two headquarters locations. Our customer base and how we could best 
serve them had greatly shifted as our industry deregulated and environmen-
tal resistance mounted. And none of those fundamental challenges was 
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being addressed by the changes I was involved in recommending. We were 
just rolling out a new set of values accompanied by a beautiful workbook 
on a glitzy road show tour. We’d spent more than a year of hard work defin-
ing the “dream culture” for our organization, and it wasn’t going to make 
any meaningful difference.

Now you might be thinking, “Well none of that was your fault. It wasn’t 
fair that you were put into that position. You didn’t have control over those 
things. You answered the question as best as you could given the difficult 
circumstances you were put into.” Some of that may be true. And it may 
partly explain why I lied to those people. But it doesn’t excuse it.

Just a few months prior, I’d attended a workshop on “writing personal 
mission statements,” prompted by my mentor, a woman who has deeply 
shaped the path of my life. I agreed to go because she’d urged me to but 
thought it was a waste of time and that writing personal mission statements 
was a New Age-y gimmick for weak people. My arrogance and immaturity 
were proven wrong. By the end of the workshop I had scratched out these 
words in the back of a notebook: “To be a great agent of change, and to help 
make other great agents of change.” Without knowing it at the time, I’d 
etched out what would be the plumb line of my life for the next three 
decades. And in moments of career angst and at pivotal crossroads, that line 
has guided me with distinct clarity.

WALK IN MY SHOES

If you had been me, what would you have done? How would you have coached 

me? Anything I should have done differently?

Having stood up in front of a room full of people and belied my plumb line, 
I knew what I had to do. If I wanted to be true to my purpose, I could no 
longer work at that company—whose well-intended duplicity put me in a 
position where I chose dishonesty. I’d become a living example of a statistic 
I would later discover, in the research for this book: when a company’s 
actions and words don’t match, people are three times more likely to be 
dishonest and behave unfairly. I feared that if I’d compromised once, I would 
do it again if I didn’t leave right away. So I left.

That moment revealed two fundamental, often warring needs we humans 
come hardwired with. First is our deep-seated need to matter. We want to 
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know that our existence has significance. And second, when that need goes 
unmet, we default to indulging the other need: to look like we matter. 
Looking smart, put together, competent, and “good” to others becomes the 
need we pander to when the former isn’t satisfied. And when you confuse 
one for the other, compromise becomes all too easy, and you have stepped 
onto that slippery slope.

And what happens when we don’t back away from the slope? We slip.

What Fashion Knock-offs Reveal about Self-honesty

Acclaimed behavioral science researcher Dan Ariely set out to understand 
conditions under which people are likely to be dishonest, which he has 
devoted his career to learning about. In one experiment, which he described 
in his 2012 book The (Honest) Truth About Dishonesty: How we lie to 
everyone—especially ourselves, he convened three groups and then assigned 
each a task to complete—a mathematical matrix problem where they needed 
to find numbers that added up to 10 from among a grid of fractional 
numbers, like 1.82 or 2.63. During the task, one group was wearing knock-
off fashion accessories and knew it, a second group was wearing genuine 
fashion accessories of the same high-end brands, and a third group was not 
told either way about the accessories they were wearing. The results were 
illuminating: those who knew they were wearing fake accessories reported 
achieving results from their assigned task that were 71 percent better than 
they actually were, whereas those wearing the bona fide accessories overre-
ported their performance by only 30 percent. Those in the neutral group 
overreported by 42 percent.

Ariely’s conclusion was that once people know they’ve behaved in a 
counterfeit way, moral constraints loosen, making it easier to continue down 
the path of dishonesty. He explained it this way:

Social scientists call this self-signaling. The basic idea behind self-signaling is 

that despite what we tend to think, we don’t have a very clear notion of who we 

are… we observe ourselves in the same way we observe and judge the actions of 

other people – inferring who we are and what we like from our actions.”7

When people knowingly behave in duplicitous ways, they see themselves as 
dishonest. This then makes it much easier to make more dishonest choices 
when the opportunity arises. Things like sandbagging forecasts, minimizing 
mistakes, negotiating unfair deals with customers, and even more severe 
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choices like taking bribes eventually just seem “okay.”8 Most people don’t 
start out making such dishonest decisions. It takes time, and increasingly 
loose constraints, to get to that point.

In my interview with Ariely, he told me, “We have slippery slopes. We 
don’t have slippery ascents. Once an environment has had dishonesty intro-
duced, that new normal spreads.” When employees witness contradictions 
between the values of their organizations and the day-to-day actions of their 
managers and peers, they naturally feel complicit in that deception. This 
feeling is intensified when workers knowingly act in ways that contradict 
not just the organization’s values, but their own. For example, when 
customer service representatives are given rote scripts to repeat at angry 
customers, they feel their personal violation of the company’s public prom-
ise of (good) service. We’ve all been on the other end of an infuriating 
customer service call and heard the insulting words, “I’m not authorized to 
solve that problem. I don’t make the rules, I just have to follow them. Sorry, 
but that’s our policy.” It’s hard to have compassion for the disempowered 
call-center representative when we’re stuck with a defective product or poor 
service. But imagine what it must feel like for her, day in and day out, to say 
those words while staring at a poster that says, “Our customers are the most 
important part of our business and it’s a privilege to serve them.” When an 
organization proclaims to do one thing but does another, they are putting 
their people in the position of feeling like frauds. That’s the slippery slope 
toward people acting like frauds. “You can take someone who is basically 
an honest person, put them into a system where the person running the 
system is corrupt, and they conform,” Ariely told me. “They cheat more, and 
start stealing. It reveals the power of the situation and the context.”

My own research bears this out. In one professional services firm I 
consulted with, interviewees told me stories about male senior executives 
routinely having affairs with women in the organization, who in turn 
received undeserved career advancements. The firm was extremely success-
ful in its field, but internally, it was a disaster. One executive confided in me:

We emphatically tell our clients that they can trust us. That the services they’ve 

come to rely on us for are the most honest, reliable analyses they can get 

anywhere in the industry. But I also know some divisions have gambled with 

that trust by fudging some of their analyses. If our clients knew what went on 

inside our organization, I doubt they’d still trust us. Everyone knows how you 

get ahead here. You either sleep your way to the top, or you subtly threaten 

to expose those who have. Heck, I got promoted last year just after I casually 
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mentioned to my boss that I’d seen the CEO leave the office late one night with 

my coworker. And I knew exactly what I was doing. Sure, I felt disgusting after 

I did it. But when the raise hit my paycheck, I got over it. I’ve crossed lines I 

swore I’d never cross. At some point, this whole thing is going to come crashing 

down around us.

Ariely calls what was happening here the “what the hell” effect. After a 
while, those who already feel complicit in deceit conclude, “What the hell, 
I’m already a cheat. I might as well get the most out of it that I can.”

Duplicity sets the stage for further dishonesty because it leads to shame. 
Nobody likes feeling they are living a lie, and when we do, we feel inherent 
shame. Note the interviewee’s statement above: “I felt disgusting after I did 
it… but I got over it.” Plenty of behavioral research shows that when people 
feel shame, they are more likely to act shamefully. Cultivating an immovable 
sense of self-honesty—being true to your beliefs and principles—is vital 
when navigating environments that will test those beliefs and principles. The 
only context in which the allure of deceit will struggle to survive is one in 
which everyone believes their work matters and feels a proud sense of 
purpose about their contributions. In such an environment, dishonesty’s 
charm offers little appeal.

So how do you create this environment for yourself and others?

Inviting Purpose to Thrive

When Satya Nadella took the helm as Microsoft’s CEO in 2014, he inher-
ited a divided, competitive culture of highly individualistic, disheartened 
employees. The company’s stock had been largely flat for years, and 
Microsoft was losing competitive ground. As he walked onto the stage to 
make his opening address as CEO, he writes:

I vividly remember looking into the eyes of hundreds of Microsoft employees in 

the audience waiting for my presentation, their faces reflecting hope, excitement, 

and energy mingled with anxiety and a touch of frustration. Like me, they’d 

come to Microsoft to change the world, but now were frustrated by our 

company’s stalled growth. They were being wooed by competitors. Saddest of 

all, many felt the company was losing its soul.9

Nadella spent the better part of his first year listening deeply to many of 
Microsoft’s 100,000+ employees all over the world. He heard their frustrations 
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and their dreams. He heard what they believed needed to change, and what 
they hoped he would preserve. He challenged his senior leadership team to 
answer the following question:

At the end of the next year if we were tried in a court of law and the charge 

was that we failed to pursue our mission, would there be enough evidence to 

convict us? Just saying interesting things wasn’t enough. I, all of us, had to do 

them. Our employees had to see how everything we did reinforces our mission, 

ambitions, and culture. And then they needed to start doing the same.10

Notice his goal—not to just ensure that the company embodied its mission 
and purpose, but that employees did as well. In an all-company email, he 
rallied the organization in terms of “we”:

In order to accelerate our innovation, we must rediscover our soul—our unique 

core. We must all understand and embrace what only Microsoft can contribute 

to the world and how we can once again change the world. I consider the job 

before us to be bolder and more ambitious than anything we have ever done.11

Nadella knew that making this bold purpose personal to every employee would 
take intentional work. He understood that lofty goals are easy to see when 
you’re the CEO, but when you’re an engineer in Europe or a marketer in Asia, 
such ideals can feel distant and irrelevant. At the close of one of his speeches at 
Microsoft’s global sales conference, he asked employees to “identify their 
innermost passions and to connect them in some way to our new mission and 
culture. In so doing we will transform our company and change the world.” 
Many employees were wiping away tears when the presentation was over. At 
that moment, writes Nadella, “I knew then we were onto something.”12

In 2019 I spoke with Kathleen Hogan, Microsoft’s Chief People Officer 
and Nadella’s partner in their culture change effort. She described an early 
offsite Nadella had with his team, during which they sat around casually on 
comfortable couches instead of around a conference table. During one conver-
sation, Nadella asked them each to reverse the notion of working for 
Microsoft, and to instead consider that Microsoft worked for them. “How 
can Microsoft be a platform for you to live out your purpose in the world?” 
he asked. They each had to answer, sharing personal stories of how they hoped 
to impact the world using their technical abilities, their leadership roles, and 
the innovation of Microsoft. About that experience, Hogan told me how 
sustaining it is to feel your own purpose connected to the Microsoft mission. 
She notes that it’s especially energizing during day-to-day challenges to step 
back and see the collective impact the company is making. She told me:
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We’re feeling like a united team more than ever. While strategy will evolve, 

your culture and sense of purpose should be long-lasting. Culture paired with a 

purpose-driven mission allows your employees to use your company platform to 

realize their own aspirations and passions.13

Microsoft’s intentional effort to help employees (now more than 140,000 
strong) connect their individual purpose to the company’s collective purpose 
offers a roadmap for leaders wanting to do the same. The scale of the organ-
ization you lead doesn’t matter; even on the smallest of teams doing the 
most menial of tasks, a sense of purpose can be ignited. It’s simply a matter 
of inviting people to see their purpose reflected back in the work of the 
organization.

Consider an experiment conducted by Harvard Business School research-
ers in a cafeteria in 2016. In most cafeterias, the cooks who make the food 
and the diners who eat it don’t interact. Associate Professor Ryan Buell 
wanted to test whether or not the cooks would behave differently if that 
anonymity was removed. As in any ordinary cafeteria, diners approached 
the grill station, placed their order, and the order was taken to the kitchen 
to be prepared. But as part of the experiment a video feed was set up between 
the grill station, where diners placed their orders, and an iPad in the kitchen, 
where the food was prepared. There was no sound, only video.

Buell and his team conducted the experiment three different ways. In the 
first experiment, the chefs could see the diners ordering; in the second, the 
diners could see the chefs; for the third experiment, each group could see 
one another.

When the chefs could see the diners they were preparing food for, there 
was an almost instant change. Suddenly they were no longer preparing 
foods like eggs in batches, but preparing them freshly, and more efficiently. 
The chefs reported greater levels of satisfaction, as did customers when they 
could see the kitchen, by almost 15 percent. With this change, the chefs’ 
work felt more meaningful and fulfilling.14

As Buell’s experiment shows, even routine tasks can help those perform-
ing them derive a sense of purpose when it’s clear that those tasks matter to 
someone. Creating a direct line of sight between work and the greater 
purpose that work serves is critical for leaders to enable others to live out 
their own purpose through their jobs.

Does your team know how their work contributes to the greater good of 
those your organization serves? Can they “see” for whom and how their 
work has impact?
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Because if neither you, nor they, have a line of sight to how they want to 
contribute, and how they actually do, you may be starving a fundamental 
hunger hardwired into us all.

Your Brain on Purpose

In his book, Alive at Work: The neuroscience of helping your people love 
what they do, Dan Cable describes the parts of our brain that naturally seek 
meaning. He explains:

Our seeking systems create natural impulse to explore our worlds, learn 

about our environments, and extract meaning from our circumstances. 

When we follow the urges of our seeking system, it releases dopamine—a 

neurotransmitter linked to motivation and pleasure—that makes us want to 

explore more… When our seeking system is activated, we feel more motivated, 

purposeful, and zestful. We feel more alive.15

As humans, we’re meaning-seeking machines. Our brains crave a sense of 
significance, and when we feel insignificant, our souls begin to shrivel. As I 
said in Chapter 1, disengagement is the resignation syndrome of organiza-
tions. And meaninglessness is the virus that causes disengagement. Our 
hunger for meaning is why, in the privacy of our bathrooms, we turn our 
hairbrushes into microphones and belt out the song streaming on our device. 
It’s why we stand on our coffee tables during the Olympics and bend over 
as the imaginary gold medal is placed around our neck, our national anthem 
blaring as our flag is unfurled and tears stream down our faces. It’s why, 
during the Academy Awards, we easily imagine our own acceptance speech. 
We are hardwired with the capacity to imagine our lives as something more. 
And the seeking systems of our brains drive us to pursue it.

Leaders would do well to understand just how important this is to those 
they lead. In LinkedIn’s 2016 Global Report on Workplace Purpose, they 
found that 74 percent of LinkedIn members seeking employment place a 
high value on finding work that delivers on a sense of purpose.16 A 2015 
study from Spain’s Universidad Católica de Valencia of more than 180 college 
students proved a direct correlation between a sense of meaning in life and 
psychological well-being. The more purpose one feels, the greater one’s 
mental health.17 The 2017 Great Places to Work Report states that employees 
who report that their job has a “special meaning” and that it “is not ‘just a 
job’” are four times more likely to give extra, 11 times more committed to 
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staying with their organizations, and 14 times more likely to look forward to 
coming to work than employees at peer companies.18 If a satisfied employee’s 
productivity level is 100 percent, an engaged employee’s level is 144 percent, 
but the productivity level of an employee who is truly inspired by a sense of 
purpose is a mammoth 225 percent.19

Unfortunately, we’ve got a long way to go before leaders get a passing 
grade for creating environments in which people are thriving with a sense of 
purpose. Only 28 percent of respondents in a 2019 PricewaterhouseCoopers 
survey reported feeling fully connected to their company’s purpose. Just 39 
percent said they could clearly see the value they create, a mere 22 percent 
agreed that their jobs allow them to fully leverage their strengths, and more 
than half weren’t even “somewhat” motivated, passionate, or excited about 
their jobs.20

Despite this grim state of affairs, igniting a deep sense of purpose and 
unleashing it during even the bleakest of circumstances is more than possi-
ble. Let’s look at one last example of what it takes to make the journey from 
an environment of despair to one rich with purpose.

Best Buy Defines “At Our Best”

When Hubert Joly took over as CEO at Best Buy in 2012, the retailer was 
on life support, struggling to compete with the prices of online retailers like 
Amazon. Most believed he was crazy; some even called him “suicidal” for 
taking the job. Employee turnover was high and morale was dismal. But 
eight years later, it’s not unreasonable to say that Joly has led one of the 
most remarkable turnarounds in retail history, the likes of which many other 
retailers are now scrambling to emulate.

In my interview with Joly, his kind, warmhearted nature shined through 
his charming French accent. He said, “I spent the first weeks just listening, 
because I knew I had so much to learn. I spent time in many stores, and I 
would see customers walking out empty handed after talking with an associ-
ate for 30 minutes. When I found out why, that led us to the decision to 
empower employees to price match, which proved to be an important break-
through at the start of our turnaround.” During Joly’s visits to stores, one 
manager implored him to fix their search engine, noting that if you searched 
for “Cinderella,” you got Nikon cameras. Since losing sales online to 
competitors was one major threat, they fixed it quickly. Another store 
manager complained to Joly that headquarters was barraging him with 
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40–50 KPIs (Key Performance Indicators), and felt he was unable to keep up 
or able to succeed. Joly could feel their pain. He told me:

All of this told me we absolutely had to simplify. I boiled the early part of 

our turnaround down to two problems we had to fix: declining revenue and 

declining margins. I thought, “How hard could it be to fix just two problems?” 

If it were five, it might be hard, but two? And if you asked anyone at Best Buy 

during that season what our two problems were, they all would have told you 

the same thing.

At the outset, Joly set the stage for a purpose-driven turnaround by laying 
out all the stakeholders to focus on—customers, employees, technical suppli-
ers and partners, and shareholders. But a more deliberate focus on purpose 
came later, once the company’s performance stabilized. In his letter to share-
holders, Joly wrote, “We will do well by doing good”; the company would 
“[enrich] lives through technology.” “Price competitiveness was just the 
price of entry to the game. I wanted us to win on advice, convenience, and 
service,” Joly told me.

To reach that goal, Joly concentrated squarely on associates in the stores:

I know it sounds overly simple, but I just wanted people interacting with our 

customers to be human. We told them, “Be yourself. When you interact with the 

customer, get to know them. Don’t be mechanical, don’t go after their wallets. 

Think of the customer as your grandmother or your best friend. How would 

you interact with them?”

To make it feel real, Best Buy conducted workshops across the stores and 
asked people to tell their stories of being human. They heard both heart-
breaking and inspiring stories. Joly said, “Everyone’s story matters. And for 
them to bring their best human self to the floor, they needed to feel safe. And 
to feel safe, they had to trust we knew their story.”

Joly also spoke about gathering managers together from multiple levels 
of the company. At one meeting leaders asked everyone, “What drives you?” 
to really understand their personal motivations. They added questions like, 
“What’s your favorite charity?” or “Tell us about your family or commu-
nity.” As people shared their answers, their responses were projected for all 
to see. Joly told me:

You don’t start with a corporate purpose, you start with what drives the 

individuals. That’s the big mistake that companies make now. Purpose is a 
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fad, so they want to be on the bandwagon. You can’t “force purpose” into an 

organization. You need to start by asking people, “So, what does our purpose 

mean for you?”

As Best Buy rolled out their new brand campaign, Building the New Blue, 
they again conducted a series of workshops on the floors of the stores. The 
core question employees were asked this time was, “What does it look like 
when we are at our best?” “It was such a simple yet brilliant question 
because it allowed people to feel proud and describe the standards we all 
want to emulate,” said Joly. “Then we followed with another prompt, ‘Let’s 
talk about what’s possible.’ These are the conversations that make purpose 
come to life for everyone.” Joly described how this approach has cascaded 
down into the far reaches of the organization. He told me about a Boston 
store manager who asks his employees, “What’s your dream?” Upon hear-
ing the answer, the manager says, “Write it down in the breakroom for 
everyone to see. My commitment is to help you achieve it.”

To live up to their commitment to serve communities, Best Buy has 
opened Teen Tech centers across the US to help kids in disadvantaged 
communities learn technology skills that enable them to advance to higher-
level jobs and education. Joly says, “It was important to do as part of our 
purpose to enrich lives through technology while supporting the communi-
ties in which we do business.”

The results of Joly’s leadership and turnaround speak for themselves. 
Over his eight years at the company, Best Buy’s stock price grew from $11 
per share to about $100 per share. Employee turnover was cut from 50 
percent to 30 percent, which is substantial for retail. Customer satisfaction 
ratings were at an all-time high. And they achieved their 2021 revenue goals 
nearly a year early.21, 22

Joly’s story is a stunning example of what it means to invite people to join 
their purpose to their organization’s. In practical, simple ways, he invited 
every associate to serve the greater good by finding out what it would take 
for them to be at their best.

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

If you didn’t know how things turned out, how do you think you would have 

responded to Hubert Joly’s approach if you’d worked at Best Buy? What 

misgivings might you have had?
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Get Busy: Join Your Purpose to a Bigger Story

Know Your Story, Know Your Purpose

If you are still searching for an answer to the question “Why were you born?” 
consider that the answer can be found in the crevices of your own stories. 
Cultivating self-honesty requires that you look at your story accurately—the 
painful parts and the beautiful parts. Take the time to write out these stories. 
Make sure to include vivid details so you can detect important patterns. As 
you engage your own storytelling, avoid writing that is purely “stream-of-
consciousness” or “feelings-based” like a personal diary or blog, or “just the 
facts” writing that is typical of newspaper reporting. Writing a good story 
integrates all of it: facts, emotions, thoughts, contributing details concerning 
characters, details about the location, description of objects, specific dialogue 
between key characters, etc. Bring yourself into the contours of the story. 
Usually the scenes that come to mind first as you consider each type of story 
are likely the ones eager to be told:

Origin story 1: My views of myself. During your formative years, what 
messages did you receive about your significance in the world? About 
your potential? About your abilities? What messages did you hear about 
your limitations? Pick one or two scenes that come to mind and write 
them out. Consider experiences with your parents, teachers or others in 
authority that shaped how you see your importance.

Origin story 2: Me at my best. We all have record-setting performances. 
When was yours? What do you look back on as your greatest accom-
plishment? When you felt most proud of your talents and the impact they 
had? Pick one or two scenes that come to mind and write those out. 
Consider major achievements, periods of time requiring painful levels of 
perseverance or weathering self-doubt.

Origin story 3: Me at my worst. We all have at least one “why do I keep 
doing that?” behavior—the thing we do or say at the most inopportune 
time that reveals our worst. Well, there’s an answer to the question of 
“why” you do it: you learned it. Most unwanted behavior originates in 
formative moments of pain. Think about when you “learned” the behav-
ior in question. Pick one or two scenes and write them out.

Origin story 4: What I hold sacred. At our core, we all have deeply held 
values or principles that guide our lives and decisions—compassion, 
integrity, service, ambition, getting results, earning money, being produc-
tive, etc. Think about the sacrosanct values you most hold dear and write 
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out the stories of how they came to be so important. Are those values 
serving you well today? Do some of them need to be reconsidered? Under 
what conditions are you tempted to compromise any of them? Where do 
they feel aligned with your organization’s values and where do they feel 
misaligned?

Look across all the stories you’ve written. What patterns do you see? What 
recurring themes stand out? When are you most fulfilled? Least fulfilled? 
Find a trusted friend or family member and read the stories out loud to them 
and ask them to reflect back to you what they observe. What patterns do 
they see in your language or tone? What resonates with their own experi-
ence of you? Our stories often find their richest meaning when interpreted 
through the perspectives of those who know us best.

Identify Where You Fit into Your Organization’s Story

Whether or not your company explicitly serves a greater good, identify the 
stakeholders that benefit from the work your company does. Whose lives 
are made better by your company’s purpose? Even the most menial services 
and products improve someone’s life or work. Where does your contribu-
tion fit into the story? Remember the classic story of how the janitors at 
NASA all said of their work, “I’m helping to put a man on the moon.”

Ask Those You Lead about Their “Why”

Set aside a substantial period of time for you and your team to talk openly 
about their “why” of work. Have each person share the driver behind why 
they love what they do. And if they’ve stopped loving it, find out what it 
would take to reignite their passion. How can you support one another in 
living your best life and purpose? How does your shared contribution 
support the organization’s bigger story?

Now that we’ve finished Part One, honesty about who you are, let’s turn 
to the next finding from the research, justice in accountability.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

●● Since “purpose” lives in the dopamine-rich reward system in our brains, 

seeing the connection between personal and organizational goals leads to 

psychological fulfillment and successful achievement of organizational goals 

at the same time.



HONESTY IN IDENTITY84

Endnotes

1	 Wikipedia Contributors (2019) Walter McMillian, Wikipedia, 22 June,  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_McMillian (archived at https://perma.cc/ 
5J6P-W9QS)

2	 Wikipedia Contributors (2020) Bryan Stevenson, Wikipedia, 30 July,  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bryan_Stevenson#cite_note-people-5 (archived at 
https://perma.cc/VZ5Y-FDAX)

3	 Grant, M (1995) A stubborn Alabama lawyer stands alone between death and 
his clients, People, 27 November, https://people.com/archive/bryan-stevenson-
vol-44-no-22/ (archived at https://perma.cc/9CSD-XD98)

4	 Equal Justice Initiative (n.d.) Bryan Stevenson, https://eji.org/bryan-stevenson/ 
(archived at https://perma.cc/K8PJ-N6H4)

5	 Legacy Museum and National Memorial for Peace and Justice (2017) The 
national memorial for peace and justice, https://museumandmemorial.eji.org/
memorial (archived at https://perma.cc/Q5Y8-NF64)

6	 Stevenson, B (2015) Just Mercy: A story of justice and redemption, Spiegel & 
Grau, New York

7	 Ariely, D (2012) The (Honest) Truth About Dishonesty: How we lie to 

everyone–especially ourselves, HarperCollins Publishers, New York
8	 Ibid
9	 Nadella, S (2017) Hit Refresh: The quest to rediscover Microsoft’s soul and 

imagine a better future for everyone, HarperCollins Publishers, New York
10	 Ibid
11	 Ibid

●● The only context in which the allure of deceit will struggle to survive is one 

in which everyone believes their work matters and feels a sense of proud 

purpose about their contributions.

●● If organizational culture allows people to knowingly behave in duplicitous 

ways, they see themselves as dishonest. This leads to behaviors like 

sandbagging forecasts, minimizing mistakes, negotiating unfair deals with 

customers, and bribery.

●● While business strategies can change, passion and purpose remain 

consistent and can help ease anxiety through periods of transition.

●● Purpose needs to be personal. Invite employees to describe the way(s) in 

which their job helps them fulfill their life’s purpose. Don’t explain it for 

them, but you can help them connect the two.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_McMillian
https://perma.cc/5J6P-W9QS
https://perma.cc/5J6P-W9QS
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bryan_Stevenson#cite_note-people-5
https://perma.cc/VZ5Y-FDAX
https://people.com/archive/bryan-stevenson-vol-44-no-22/
https://people.com/archive/bryan-stevenson-vol-44-no-22/
https://perma.cc/9CSD-XD98
https://eji.org/bryan-stevenson/
https://perma.cc/K8PJ-N6H4
https://museumandmemorial.eji.org/memorial
https://museumandmemorial.eji.org/memorial
https://perma.cc/Q5Y8-NF64


JOINING A BIGGER STORY 85

12	 Ibid
13	 Carucci, R (2019) Balancing the company’s needs and employee satisfaction, 

Harvard Business Review, 01 November,  https://hbr.org/2019/11/balancing-
the-companys-needs-and-employee-satisfaction (archived at https://perma.cc/
R37H-V7GW)

14	 Buell, R W, Kim, T and Tsay C (2017) Creating reciprocal value through 
operational transparency, Management Science, https://pubsonline.informs.
org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.2015.2411 (archived at https://perma.cc/PKF2-CMRE)

15	 Cable, D M (2019) Alive at Work: The neuroscience of helping your people 

love what they do, Harvard Business School Publishing, Massachusetts
16	 LinkedIn and Imperative (2016) 2016 Global Report: Purpose at work https://

business.linkedin.com/content/dam/me/business/en-us/talent-solutions/resources/
pdfs/purpose-at-work-global-report.pdf (archived at https://perma.cc/2JH9-
ZZVN)

17	 Garcia-Alandete, J, Martinez, E R, Nohales, P S, Lozano, B S (2018) Meaning 
in life and psychological well-being in Spanish emerging adults, Acta 

Colombiana de Psicologia, http://www.scielo.org.co/pdf/acp/v21n1/0123-
9155-acp-21-01-00196.pdf (archived at https://perma.cc/4G2A-SKUD)

18	 Fortune (2017) Great Place to Work Report: Three predictors for the 
workplace culture of the future, https://www.greatplacetowork.com/images/
reports/Fortune_100_Report_2017_FINAL.pdf (archived at https://perma.cc/ 
6EFG-AB5W)

19	 Garton, E and Mankins, M (2015) Engaging your employees is good, but 
don’t stop there, Harvard Business Review, https://hbr.org/2015/12/engaging-
your-employees-is-good-but-dont-stop-there (archived at https://perma.cc/
WU68-L69M)

20	 PricewaterhouseCoopers (2019) Our research on the connection between 
strategic purpose and motivation, Strategy&, https://www.strategyand.pwc.
com/gx/en/unique-solutions/capabilities-driven-strategy/approach/research-
motivation.html (archived at https://perma.cc/EZC6-Z47P)

21	 Hirsch, L (2019) People thought Hubert Joly was “crazy or suicidal” for 
taking the job as Best Buy CEO. Then he ushered in its turnaround, CNBC, 19 
June, https://www.cnbc.com/2019/06/19/former-best-buy-ceo-hubert-joly-
defied-expectations-at-best-buy.html (archived at https://perma.cc/D4YC- 
FXM9)

22	 Bolger, B (n.d.) Hubert Joly, Best Buy, Winner of the ISO 10018 Honorary 
CEO Citation for Quality People Management, Engagement Strategies Media, 
http://www.enterpriseengagement.org/articles/content/8630677/hubert-joly-
best-buy-winner-of-the-iso-10018-honorary-ceo-citation-for-quality-people-
management/ (archived at https://perma.cc/QGZ2-XM9A)

https://hbr.org/2019/11/balancing-the-companys-needs-and-employee-satisfaction
https://hbr.org/2019/11/balancing-the-companys-needs-and-employee-satisfaction
https://perma.cc/R37H-V7GW
https://perma.cc/R37H-V7GW
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.2015.2411
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.2015.2411
https://perma.cc/PKF2-CMRE
https://business.linkedin.com/content/dam/me/business/en-us/talent-solutions/resources/pdfs/purpose-at-work-global-report.pdf
https://business.linkedin.com/content/dam/me/business/en-us/talent-solutions/resources/pdfs/purpose-at-work-global-report.pdf
https://business.linkedin.com/content/dam/me/business/en-us/talent-solutions/resources/pdfs/purpose-at-work-global-report.pdf
https://perma.cc/2JH9-ZZVN
https://perma.cc/2JH9-ZZVN
http://www.scielo.org.co/pdf/acp/v21n1/0123-9155-acp-21-01-00196.pdf
http://www.scielo.org.co/pdf/acp/v21n1/0123-9155-acp-21-01-00196.pdf
https://perma.cc/4G2A-SKUD
https://www.greatplacetowork.com/images/reports/Fortune_100_Report_2017_FINAL.pdf
https://www.greatplacetowork.com/images/reports/Fortune_100_Report_2017_FINAL.pdf
https://perma.cc/6EFG-AB5W
https://perma.cc/6EFG-AB5W
https://hbr.org/2015/12/engaging-your-employees-is-good-but-dont-stop-there
https://hbr.org/2015/12/engaging-your-employees-is-good-but-dont-stop-there
https://perma.cc/WU68-L69M
https://perma.cc/WU68-L69M
https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/unique-solutions/capabilities-driven-strategy/approach/research-motivation.html
https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/unique-solutions/capabilities-driven-strategy/approach/research-motivation.html
https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/unique-solutions/capabilities-driven-strategy/approach/research-motivation.html
https://perma.cc/EZC6-Z47P
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/06/19/former-best-buy-ceo-hubert-joly-defied-expectations-at-best-buy.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/06/19/former-best-buy-ceo-hubert-joly-defied-expectations-at-best-buy.html
https://perma.cc/D4YC-FXM9
https://perma.cc/D4YC-FXM9
http://www.enterpriseengagement.org/articles/content/8630677/hubert-joly-best-buy-winner-of-the-iso-10018-honorary-ceo-citation-for-quality-people-management/
http://www.enterpriseengagement.org/articles/content/8630677/hubert-joly-best-buy-winner-of-the-iso-10018-honorary-ceo-citation-for-quality-people-management/
http://www.enterpriseengagement.org/articles/content/8630677/hubert-joly-best-buy-winner-of-the-iso-10018-honorary-ceo-citation-for-quality-people-management/
https://perma.cc/QGZ2-XM9A


THIS PAGE IS INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK

86



PART TWO

Justice in Accountability

87



THIS PAGE IS INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK

88



04

Nurturing Dignity in Accountability
Set your intention: How can I fairly and equitably honor 

the contributions of others?

Hope From a Bigger Story

In December 2019, the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC) was stricken with heavy rains, causing severe flooding. One 
morning in January 2020, after the floodwaters started to recede, Julita, a 
60-year-old woman living in the small village of Kiliba, noticed something 
disturbing on a flood-damaged area of her property: trees. They weren’t 
hers, she hadn’t planted them, and most infuriating of all, they marked the 
boundary of her property line—10 meters short of where her property actu-
ally ended. Her neighbor, Katabazi, a wealthy 43-year-old businessman, had 
planted the trees there to expand the property he used for his business. 
Enraged, Julita ripped the trees out and threw them onto Katabazi’s property.

For the past quarter century, the DRC has been torn apart by two wars, 
conflicts stemming from government corruption, extreme poverty and geno-
cide, and some of the worst human rights atrocities in history. During the 
second war in the early 2000s, the city of Goma was named the rape capital 
of the world, as the invading M23 militia used rape as a tool of war. As of 
2008, more than five million Congolese had lost their lives as part of what 
has been named “the great African War.”1 At this time the country’s justice 
system all but collapsed, leaving local villages and territories to fend for 
themselves when conflicts arose. Women, especially poor, older women, had 
little voice or opportunity for justice.

In such a world, a wealthy businessman appropriating 10 meters of an 
old woman’s land would hardly be noticed. Indeed, people in the DRC have 
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grown painfully accustomed to having what’s theirs taken from them. The 
terrible irony of the DRC’s destitution is that when it comes to minerals and 
natural resources, it is one of the wealthiest nations on the planet. Corrupt 
governments from other countries (and at home), along with the eager hand 
of multinational companies, have benefitted handsomely from the country’s 
rich supply of minerals like cobalt, gold, uranium, and coltan, while citizens 
of the country serve as little more than the cheap labor that excavates 
for them.

Julita’s situation was made worse by the fact that when you have very 
little to begin with, your land is everything. In places like the DRC, your 
land is your heritage; it represents your family and birthright. Your history. 
Julita had inherited her land from her grandmother. And she wasn’t going to 
let it go without a fight.

Fortunately for her, the Foundation Chirezi (FOCHI), a local non-profit 
supported by the Peace Direct global NGO,2 had established community 
“peace courts” throughout the DRC. The foundation even created commu-
nity courts led entirely by women to ensure that women were given a fair 
opportunity to be heard and to find justice. Far from a new invention, these 
courts are a continuation of the area’s tradition of justice-dispensing, where 
chiefs gathered members of the community “under the tree” to hear all sides 
of a conflict, weigh the facts, and come to a decision, ensuring that the 
community was not fractured, but restored and strengthened through the 
process.

At first, Katabazi was unwilling to participate in a peace court to resolve 
his conflict with Julita, but the villagers persuaded him to. So, for more than 
two days, the court heard testimonies from villagers who knew Julita and 
her family and told stories of being guests in the home; most crucially, they 
confirmed where her property line was supposed to be. Julita hoped the 
court would rule for her, but as a poor, elderly woman, she feared the odds 
weren’t in her favor.

Justice prevailed: the peace court ruled that Katabazi was wrong for 
appropriating the land and had to return it. Julita’s joy and relief were short-
lived, however. Participants in communal peace courts have the right to 
appeal verdicts to the official magistrate of the city, and that’s exactly what 
Katabazi did. Unfortunately, Julita couldn’t afford the costs of challenging 
such an appeal, assuming her land would be forfeited when the magistrate 
overturned the community’s ruling.

The community was outraged by her inability to take on the appeal, and 
local residents committed to paying for her appeal costs. But, in a surprising 
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turn of events, the magistrate threw the case out. He said that the commu-
nity peace court had already made the decision, and that the parties needed 
to abide by it.

Peace court interventions are concluded with a formal reconciliation 
ceremony in front of the entire village where both parties in conflict must 
drink from the same cup; in this case, a local beer was used, as a sign of their 
commitment to restoration. To date, Mrs. Julita and Mr. Katabazi live in 
peace as neighbors, “rubbing shoulders” without any issue.3

What could a story like this possibly teach us about accountability within 
our organizations?

Everything.
Peace courts in the DRC are an example of restorative justice, an ancient 

practice of community engagement to address conflicts between community 
members, and to ensure fair accountability while maintaining communal 
unity. It has been practiced all over the world with remarkable success. In 
South Africa, after Apartheid ended, the new government used multiple 
models of restorative justice to reconstruct a divided nation, with thousands 
of formerly violent perpetrators coming forward to acknowledge their 
crimes through the nation’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, a tribu-
nal set up “to enable South Africans to come to terms with their past on a 
morally accepted basis and to advance the cause of reconciliation.”4 In 
Kenya and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, many local NGOs have 
worked to restore traditional concepts of community justice where attempts 
at more formal, state-sponsored judicial processes have failed.5 Infractions 
such as land ownership disputes after displaced people return home, as well 
as payment and debt disagreement, have effectively reconciled using these 
practices. Even in the case of extreme violations, such as the atrocities of 
mass murder and rape in war-torn countries, some degree of healing and 
restoration has been found in special applications of restorative practices. 
Indigenous people throughout North America have used restorative prac-
tices for generations as a core part of their justice system.6

In the United States, school systems have successfully used the approach 
to help children learn how to resolve conflicts. Even within our traditional 
justice system, the practice has helped restore the mental health of many 
victims of violent crime. For example, Stephen Watt, a former Wyoming 
State trooper and state legislator, was shot multiple times by a fleeing bank 
robber in 1982. As part of a difficult reconciliation process, the two met, 
Stephen shared his story, and ultimately forgave his perpetrator. Since then, 
the two have even cultivated an amicable friendship.7 Similarly, after 
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Baltimore councilwoman Rikki Spector was brutally attacked by two teens 
in December of 2016, a local community group who had been working with 
the teens approached Spector and asked her to participate in their rehabili-
tation. She agreed to do so, setting the stage for the two teens to acknowledge 
their wrongdoing and commit to their ongoing restoration.8

There seems to be widespread agreement among justice experts, even 
those who advocate for retributive justice approaches, that most cultures 
have developed some form of restorative practice, and that a common set of 
principles undergirds them all.9 These universal principles include:

1	 Truth telling—there must be an honest account of what happened by all 
those involved.

2	 Taking responsibility—the person(s) who committed the wrongdoing 
must acknowledge the effect it had on others and that it was their choice 
to do it.

3	 Listening to the story—those harmed in the process of wrongdoing will 
have their story heard by those who harmed them.

4	 Rehabilitation—the person who caused harm must commit to learning 
and change and be given the opportunity and resources to do so.

5	 Reconciliation—accountability isn’t just about meting out consequences 
for wrongdoing (retributive justice), it’s about restoring relationships and 
communities that have been broken as a result of the wrongdoing. 
Although it doesn’t always happen, sometimes forgiveness can result 
from reconciliation.

6	 Restoration—there must be appropriate consequences for the perpetrator 
or reparations made to compensate the injured party for harm done to 
them.10, 11

At the core of restorative justice lies nurturing the dignity of all involved. 
Throughout the process, community is maintained—often strengthened. 
Those who committed wrongdoing work to learn from their mistakes and 
commit to not repeating them without being shamed into doing so.

While justice systems in many parts of the world have realized the power-
ful benefits of restorative approaches to accountability, our corporate 
workplaces have lagged. In most companies, “accountability” is maintained 
by a punitive system of blaming and fault-finding. It’s an antiseptic process 
devoid of humanity and rife with inconsistent, either overly lenient or overly 
penalizing practices that prompt people to hide their mistakes, embellish 
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their accomplishments, and point fingers when something goes wrong. 
While the circumstances at even the most tumultuous companies don’t 
match those of divided, war-torn nations across the globe or violence-
stricken regions in the United States, the emotional and psychological 
conditions at play may be more similar than we want to believe. Both 
encourage high levels of anxiety and self-protection; a perspective that views 
those in authority as villains whose power will cause harm; constantly justi-
fying and defending your actions; automatically assuming others are rivals 
out to get what you have; and the fear that mounting, unspoken tensions 
could erupt at any moment.

And what’s been the result?

The Grim Accountability Landscape

Few words in management vernacular induce a tighter wince than “account-
ability.” And for good reason: companies and leaders have grappled with what 
it is, and how to tackle it effectively, for decades. One 2015 HR Dive study on 
workplace accountability shows that 82 percent of managers surveyed 
acknowledge they have “limited to no” ability to hold others accountable 
successfully, and 91 percent of employees surveyed would say “effectively 
holding others accountable” is one of their company’s top leadership develop-
ment needs.12 Despite our best efforts, the concept has devolved from a 
high-minded practice to spur improvement, to a synonym for the blame, judg-
ment, and shaming processes that keep people defensive and nervous. Ask 
anyone if they look forward to their performance appraisal or the monthly 
check-in with their boss, and most will give you an emphatic “no.”

Research confirms how unimportant today’s accountability systems make 
employees feel. A 2017 Gallup Report found that only 14 percent of employ-
ees surveyed felt their performance was being managed in a way that 
motivated them to improve, 26 percent got feedback less than once per year, 
only 21 percent felt their performance metrics were within their control, and 
only 40 percent of employees felt that their manager held them accountable 
for goals they set.13 In another 2019 study from Reflektive, 70 percent of 
surveyed employees felt their managers were not objective in how they eval-
uated their performance.14 Yet another 2017 study reported that a staggering 
69 percent of employees don’t feel they are living up to their potential 
at work.15
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One interviewee in my research repeated to me, nearly verbatim, what 
I’ve been told by so many others in the organizations I’ve worked with over 
the years: “I honestly don’t know why I work as hard as I do. My boss 
doesn’t have a clue what I do or how hard I work. I fill out the stupid perfor-
mance appraisal forms for him at the end of the year, he signs them and 
sends them on to HR. And then we start all over. It’s a completely rigged 
system, but I don’t have the energy or luxury of changing jobs right now. So, 
I just suck it up.”

His pessimism is hardly unique. The Corporate Executive Board, a 
management resource arm of the Gartner Group, found similar sentiments 
in their 2014 study of 1,000 companies: 66 percent of employees surveyed 
said that their accountability processes interfered with productivity, 65 
percent said the way performance was managed wasn’t relevant to their 
jobs, and 90 percent of HR professionals—those assigned to steward 
accountability processes—said their performance assessments did not actu-
ally provide accurate information to employees about their contributions.16

Another interviewee expressed, with no small amount of frustration, the 
capricious nature of her experience of “accountability”:

My boss is constantly changing her mind about what she wants. No sooner do 

I clarify one set of expectations than she pulls the rug out from under me and 

changes direction. We play the classic “bring me a rock” game until the deadline 

is looming, she panics, we scramble through a few all-nighters to get something 

done, and then we start the process all over. Some days I think she appreciates 

my heroics to save her ass, and other days I think it’s all a carefully calculated 

plot to get me to quit. I never really know where I stand or if what I do even 

matters.

Her experience is apparently widely shared. The Gallup report noted earlier 
found that only 50 percent of employees clearly know what is expected of 
them and only 26 percent agree that their manager continually helps them 
clarify priorities.17

Sadly, comments like these truthfully depict how too many people experi-
ence accountability in organizations. And when people believe things aren’t 
fair, it’s more than just irritating. It’s damaging to our mental health. A 2014 
Danish study of 4,237 public employees found that organizational injustice 
leads to depression, anxiety, and burnout.18

When people spend most of their waking hours at work, the last thing 
they should feel is ambivalent about their contribution, uncertain of their 
value, and depressed from believing things aren’t fair. But the result of this 
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accountability mess has led to just that. When it comes to providing construc-
tive, dignifying accountability, we indisputably suck.

So, how on earth did we get to such a grim place?
Like many outdated processes, it all started with good intentions.

Scaling Sameness Like Fairness

Some historians trace the management of performance back to 221 AD, 
when Wei Dynasty emperors rated their family members’ performance. But 
its more modern roots can be traced back to Scotland in the 1800s, when 
cotton mill owner Robert Owen hired secret monitors to observe and scru-
tinize the performance of his workers. Later, at the end of the 20th century, 
as the Industrial Revolution took hold, business owners sought to maximize 
the returns on their investments by getting the most out of their laborers’ 
contributions. Early management theorist Frederick Winslow Taylor’s 
approach to task monitoring and reinforcing productivity, and later, Peter 
Drucker’s introduction of “management by objectives” in the 1950s, solidi-
fied the importance of ROI in the minds of US companies.19 The intent was 
to ensure efficiency and productivity in how employees were managed as 
companies scaled into large, complex enterprises.

Along the way, the idea of accountability was created as a well-meaning 
way to ensure fairness to workers across an organization. Rather than 
leaving accountability to the judgment of individual managers, making 
companies vulnerable to lawsuits from disgruntled employees and suscep-
tible to uneven efforts and results, “standardizing” how we hold people 
accountable and measure contribution attempted to ensure everyone was 
treated the same, or “fairly.” That may have worked fine when many work-
ers were responsible for similar outputs, but that’s not the case today. 
The Industrial Revolution gave way to an economy based not on produc-
tivity but on ingenuity, creativity, and insight. The outputs of today’s 
employees are far from standard, but rather as unique as the employees 
themselves.

To combat the diminishing returns of standardized performance manage-
ment, some companies have decided to do away with formal evaluation 
processes altogether,20 but without a viable alternative, this often backfires. 
Employees complain about feeling rudderless without reliable feedback. 
Some companies have moved to more frequent encounters, like monthly or 
quarterly check-ins between leaders and employees. But if those interactions 
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aren’t any more dignifying, they just spread the misery out over the course 
of a year instead of saving it all up for one big annual insufferable moment.

The fact is that people want and need to be held accountable. But what’s 
needed are processes that focus on the dignity of people as unique humans 
and contributors. Leaders should be less concerned about the uniformity 
with which that process is carried out. Their attempts to neutralize incon-
sistency have ended up neutering individuality, resulting in a dehumanized 
version of accountability. Ironically, accountability should be the most 
inspiring process in a company—the one that honors an employee’s unique 
contribution and motivates them to become even better. Unfortunately, 
today’s approaches to accountability are more designed to avoid litigation 
through documentation and eliminate a company’s liability exposure. They 
have removed far more individuality than they have variation. And that is 
exactly what makes them unfair.

Worse, the workplace has become so litigious, with some people’s self-
interest swelling to such unimaginable heights, that to rein in misconduct 
(or even just excesses) companies have had to establish monitoring and 
whistleblowing functions for employees, among them anonymous ethics 
hotlines and employee relations groups. After a complaint is lodged, exten-
sive investigations are conducted, while the accused often has no idea who 
has even accused them. Sadly, these mechanisms are used for anything from 
serious misconduct to retaliation against a boss for giving someone else the 
promotion we wanted. In other words, our ability to hold ourselves and 
others accountable has been reduced to inflexible, legalistic processes that 
serve mostly to find or eliminate blame while accomplishing little except 
protecting against lawsuits.

The good news is it doesn’t have to be this way.

Turning the Tide

Making dignity and justice (fairness) more central to our accountability 
processes would allow two very important things to change. First, the 
connection between contribution and contributor could be re-established. 
In an economy of ideas and insights, we can no longer say things like “It’s 
not personal, it’s business” or “I have to evaluate the work and results.” The 
value of subjectivity has significantly risen as the contributions people make 
have increasingly become reflections of who they are—their creativity, their 
analyses, their imaginative ideas. Thus, accountability becomes fair when 
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managers grow the unique talents of their employees as individual people, 
with the realization that cultivating someone’s abilities is as important as the 
fruits of those abilities. Accountability has dignity when it requires assessing 
and honoring the integration of unique contributions with their contribu-
tors. Fairness no longer equals sameness.

At the core of accountability with dignity must be an honest, caring rela-
tionship between a leader and those she leads. When that happens, the 
unique requirements of individuals and teams can be considered and 
honored. Too often, unfortunately, what makes people distinctive stays 
hidden behind rigid processes that nullify the very uniqueness needed to 
bring out their best contributions and performance.

So, what does accountability with dignity look like? Let’s look at an 
example from one of my clients.

Angela is the president of a $6 billion division of a $25 billion apparel 
company, the largest and highest profit-earning segment of the company. 
Her industry is facing constant disruption, and her division is under constant 
pressure to deliver results that are increasingly difficult to come by. Despite 
this she is upbeat, energetic, and driven.

Every two years her company conducts an employee engagement survey 
to assess employees’ degree of satisfaction and attitudes about their work 
experience. To ensure the process is taken seriously, a portion of all manage-
ment bonus compensation is tied to divisional and regional performance as 
measured by the survey, as well as the level of improvement since the previ-
ous survey two years earlier. In the 2019 survey, the performance of Angela’s 
division, which had traditionally returned high engagement scores, took a 
dip, particularly in the career development dimension of how employees 
perceived “opportunities for learning and advancement.” Perplexed, her first 
instinct was to search for disconfirming data. She asked HR for all of the 
division’s promotions, training and development, and career data for the 
previous four years so she could compare current and previous survey 
results. There were no material changes over the last four years in analysis 
of their HR practices to explain the sudden decline in their survey results.

Being conscientious about such things, she vowed to get to the bottom of 
the results. At this point I stepped in and encouraged her to consider an alter-
native approach to “investigating” what could have led to the disappointing 
engagement scores. Instead, I suggested she ask each member of her leader-
ship team to take responsibility for learning what the organization was telling 
them through the survey feedback. I also suggested she not require any 
specific tactic, but empowered her team to choose their own approach. She 
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followed my advice, letting the team members know they would be account-
able for returning to her what they discovered within three weeks.

Her team of five VPs embarked on their mission to better understand the 
survey results. Two chose to have informal conversations with folks one and 
two levels below them, which returned very little useful insight on what the 
data indicated. The lower-level managers said things like, “My people were 
just as surprised as we are by this feedback” and “People I talked to think 
we’re really good at the career stuff.” Two other VPs embarked on compre-
hensive “road shows” throughout their regions using the HR data that 
Angela had initially commissioned. In multiple town hall-style gatherings 
that felt like pep rallies, the VPs presented the data with great confidence to 
show that, in fact, the division was very effective at creating opportunities for 
advancement and learning, essentially refuting the survey results. The VPs 
returned to the office proudly declaring that whatever the misunderstanding 
had been, it was now cleared up within their respective groups, and that their 
employees once again understood just how effective the division was when it 
came to offering opportunities for development and advancement.

Helena, the fifth VP, took a very different approach than her peers. She 
conducted a series of 14 small focus groups she called “listening circles.” She 
prefaced each by saying, “Whatever we think we’re doing to empower your 
careers isn’t working, and you are not feeling as though the opportunities 
you’d like are accessible to you. I’d like to know more so I can better under-
stand what you are feeling, and how I can fix it.” Helena heard many stories 
of employees having their ideas dismissed or ignored by their boss, being 
pulled out in the middle of training programs for trivial problems, and in 
general, a culture that prized results at the expense of people. The message 
employees were sending Angela’s team wasn’t, “You don’t provide opportu-
nities for advancement or learning.” What they were saying was, “You are 
all so busy driving us to get results and telling us what to do that you leave 
us no room, energy, or desire to care about our development or careers, nor 
do you ever ask us about them.”

As Helena shared her findings with the team, Angela’s expression sank. 
The other four VPs attempted to dismiss Helena’s findings and defend the 
division, but Angela cut them off. And in a stunning reversal of her own 
instincts, she surprised the team with the following response: “Helena, I owe 
you a huge debt of thanks for having the courage to do what you did. If you 
hadn’t, we would have marched forward having never learned that we have 
a cultural cancer growing in our midst.” To the two VPs who used the HR 
data to wave away concerns in the town hall-style meetings, she said, “As I 
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listened to your feedback, I found myself fluctuating between thinking what 
bold leadership you showed taking the initiative to ‘educate’ your people and 
feeling sick to my stomach at how utterly insulted everyone in those rooms 
must have felt after you finished. But I can’t blame you for that because you 
were just following my example.” To the whole team, her message was:

We’ve been given the amazing gift of a second chance here. If we’d waited to 

the next cycle of our survey, this toxicity would have spread, and we’d see it in 

our performance. I spend too much time telling and pushing, and not enough 

time listening and caring. Helena gave her people what our whole division is 

telling us that they need. We have to be accountable to them if we expect them 

to be accountable to us. We need to listen to them. And we need to apologize 

for whatever we’ve done that has made them think we don’t care. So, the rest of 

us are all going to do what Helena did for her group. Only I’m going with you. 

And then we’re going to come back together and figure out what we each have 

to change about ourselves and our organizations.

For the following month, Angela accompanied the four VPs in listening 
circle conversations, during which she heard the same complaints Helena 
did. Even more courageously, Angela shared with her boss (the company 
CEO) and her peers what she’d learned about herself, her survey results, and 
how her division was responding.

In effect, Angela had held herself and her team accountable in ways that 
modeled a restorative approach. These were the steps they took:

1	 They searched for the true meaning of the survey data, no matter how 
inconvenient it may have been.

2	 They listened to employees’ stories and explanations for why they felt the 
way they did, treating their unique experiences as valid.

3	 She and her team rethought how they could truly “lead” their division.

4	 They restored trust within the division by taking responsibility for the 
leadership environment she and her team had modeled and committed to 
change.

5	 They made it safe for leaders one and two levels below Angela’s team to 
take responsibility for their actions and apologize to employees who had 
been made to feel unimportant.

(These adjustments didn’t come about without bumps and bruises, however. 
The following year, Angela removed nine leaders from the division, includ-
ing one from her team, who were unable or unwilling to change.)
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This story would have had a drastically different ending had Angela 
instinctively dismissed Helena’s findings and joined the other VPs in conclud-
ing the data was largely inconsequential. The division never would have 
realized how badly it needed to change, continuing its downward spiral.

Fairness and Honesty

Researchers have extensively studied “procedural fairness” as a major factor 
within organizational justice—the degree to which a process that makes deci-
sions or allocates resources is seen as fair by those who must live with its 
outcomes. Of the many findings, one stands out clearly across most research: 
a sense of unfairness among employees sets the stage for sabotage and ethical 
misconduct.21 When people feel like processes for judging their work or allo-
cating resources aren’t fair—meaning they are applied capriciously by their 
boss, applied differently to different people, lack transparency, or disadvan-
tage them in some way from being successful—they are significantly more 
likely to retaliate against their boss or organization.22 My research also found 
this to be true: when accountability processes are seen to be unfair, people are 
nearly four times more likely to lie, act unethically, and put their own inter-
ests first. A 2018 McKinsey study on fairness in performance management 
further confirms this important connection. They found that when people 
perceived their performance management system to be fair, 60 percent also 
felt it was effective. McKinsey boiled down fairness to three factors:

1	 Making sure expectations of employees were clearly tied to the organiza-
tion’s top priorities, and when those priorities shifted, so did expectations.

2	 Effective development of managers as coaches and daily arbiters of 
fairness.

3	 Rewarding differentiated high performance where it makes sense.

Their study showed that when these three factors were in place, 84 percent 
of  leaders reported their performance management system was effective. 

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

How would you have responded to Angela’s approach had you been on her 

team? How would you have coached her to deal with survey feedback data? Are 

there aspects of her approach you want to emulate?
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They were also 12 times more likely to report positive results from their perfor-
mance management efforts than leaders at companies who had none of them.23

In the last chapter, we discussed the importance of making sure individual 
and collective purpose are closely aligned. Well, your accountability system 
is one of the strongest ways to do just that. (In the next chapter we’ll dive 
even deeper into how leaders can become better arbiters of fairness.)

Tiffany Archer is the ethics and compliance officer and corporate counsel 
for Panasonic Avionics Corporation, and a thought leader with extensive 
experience in human behavior and ethics. In a 2020 interview I conducted 
with her, she offered keen insights about why ineffective accountability 
systems create risk for companies:

Everyone knows performance can be very subjective. So, when you try and 

make a quantitative assessment of qualitative work, then put a number to it so 

it appears “objective,” then try and call it fair, you’re asking for trouble. I don’t 

believe such processes work to do anything but demotivate people. Peers start 

anxiously comparing themselves to one another and think, “Wait, why did I 

get a three out of four and they got a four out of four when I stayed later to 

get the work done, I worked on the most important projects, and he even got 

reprimanded for not performing? Why should I bother putting out more effort 

if I’m never going to get the top rating for it?” People just become resentful and 

distrustful, and when that happens, you’ve increased the risk of bad behavior.

Only a Three!?

Tim, an executive in the biopharmaceutical industry I’ve worked with for 
several years, showed up to one of our coaching sessions irate—with a level 
of anger I’d not seen from him before. That week had been his annual 
performance review, during which he had been hoping to hear news of a 
promotion for which he’d been the top succession candidate. He pounded 
his fist on the desk and barked:

[My boss] gave me a #**$^& three! I’ve been a four since I’ve gotten to this 

company. In my last company the top rating was five, and that’s what I was 

there. I’ve always gotten the highest rating. Now, just because HR has instituted 

a stupid quota limiting the number of fours she can give out, I get dropped to 

a three. How the hell does that make any sense? And she had the nerve to play 

the victim card with me. She said, “I’m sorry Tim, there’s nothing I can do. My 

hands are tied. This doesn’t change the way I or the company feels about you.” 
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Is she serious? It sure as hell changes the way I feel about them! It’s honestly one 

of the most insulting things I’ve ever experienced in my whole career.

I spent the next two hours walking Tim back from the edge. During our conver-
sation, several things astonished me. First was the degree to which he’d 
completely lost any objectivity about himself, his boss—who had been a very 
strong advocate for him—and his company. Second was how little he’d heard 
or retained from the conversation once he’d seen the number. As I read over his 
review, I was taken aback by the glowing regard it showed for Tim’s contribu-
tions, and the comments about areas he needed to work on were fair and 
accurate. Further, he was still the top succession candidate for the role we’d 
been working hard to prepare him for, and on track to get it within the next 12 
to 18 months. But in that moment, none of it mattered. Tim’s sense of contempt 
for himself, his boss, and his company overshadowed it all. All he could do was 
toggle between obsessing over areas he should have worked harder in or done 
more for, paranoia about who could have possibly deserved the coveted fours 
more than him, and whether or not to ever trust his boss again.

Tim’s experience vividly demonstrates the war between sameness and 
fairness. To him, being treated “the same” as all the other forced-rated 
former fours—now threes—felt harshly unjust. The experience spiraled him 
into extreme levels of shame and self-involvement. He became consumed 
with the offense, and it took nearly a week before a more balanced perspec-
tive returned.

As it turns out, Tim’s response wasn’t extreme, or uncommon after all. 
Neuroscience explains a good deal of Tim’s outrage. Research from the 
NeuroLeadership Institute has shown that the part of our brain that senses 
threat, our amygdala, responds with a fight or flight response when we 
perceive danger. When we are placed into rating categories, we literally feel 
trapped and in peril, triggering the same survival instincts we feel when we 
fear our safety is in jeopardy. Additionally, a fixed number signals a sense of 
permanence, as though we have all of the capability we are ever going to 
have, discouraging us from believing we can, or should, try to grow.24 
Another neuroscience study, from UCLA, has shown that when we feel 
unfairly rated or judged we experience a sense of rejection and exclusion, 
and this registers in the region of our brain that also registers pain. In other 
words, Tim’s experience actually felt as if someone had hit him.25

If our accountability systems continue to make people feel shame, distrust, 
rejection, ambivalence, and resentment, driving them to extensive levels of self-
involvement, they’ll never inspire people to be the best versions of themselves. 
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To grow and learn, reflect on and take responsibility for their mistakes or skill 
gaps, and feel proud of their contributions and the companies they work for.

Unless we change the systems, that is.

Your Brain on Dignity

If neuroscience holds a key to understanding why our accountability systems 
fail, it also reveals why, when working productively, they can unleash the 
best of human potential. Neuroscientists have found that the part of our 
brain that regulates self-esteem is a pathway that connects the area of our 
brain that controls self-knowledge to the area that regulates motivation and 
reward. The stronger this neuropathway is, the stronger someone’s sense of 
self-esteem.26 Studies also reveal that the strength of this pathway is strongly 
influenced by what others think of us.27 Interestingly, the studies conclude 
that the weaker this pathway is, the more prone to anxiety, depression, and 
other mood disorders we become.

Remember how we discussed that in today’s economy, the contribution 
and the contributor are more integrated than ever? That means that when a 
manager is evaluating the work of their employees, the employee is experi-
encing it as an evaluation of them. Accordingly, the thoughtfulness of a 
manager’s feedback—the accuracy of their assessment, the empathy and 
care with which it is delivered, and the extent to which it sees the employee’s 
work as a reflection of themselves—has the ability to shape how an employee 
sees themselves and the degree to which they feel motivated to do their best. 
Through the process of accountability, managers hold the power to 
strengthen the dignity of those they lead or weaken it in ways that intensify 
issues like depression and anxiety. As Dr. Michael Gervais and Pete Carroll, 
head coach of the Seattle Seahawks, say in their book Compete to Create:

When there is dignity to the human experience first, people feel valued for 

who they are, not only for what they produce. A workplace that recognizes the 

humanity of the individual rather than seeing someone as a replaceable cog in a 

machine inspires that workforce to explore the edges of their potential.28

Insightful companies like Microsoft have figured this out and shaped their 
accountability systems accordingly. The culture shift Satya Nadella embarked 
upon was intended to move the company from “know it alls” to “learn it 
alls.” Historically, Microsoft hired people from top schools who were 



JUSTICE IN ACCOUNTABILITY104

perceived as the best and brightest in their field. The unintended conse-
quence was to create a highly competitive culture in which a willingness to 
admit mistakes and learn became impaired. As you might imagine, this 
created substantial challenges for accountability processes—including 
stifling the ability to hear feedback and learn, take responsibility for short-
falls, and support others in reaching their goals.

In my 2019 interview with Kathleen Hogan, Microsoft’s Chief People 
Officer, she explained how the company reshaped their accountability 
systems to expand their definition of success. Traditionally, the largest part 
of their performance management systems focused on individual contribu-
tion, which reinforced a culture of individuality and competition. She said 
they’ve now expanded “success” to include the metric “contribution to 
others,” which is meant to gauge how well someone worked collaboratively 
and the extent to which they helped others. Another metric is “leveraging 
others,” which evaluates the degree to which employees ask for help from 
others and build on their ideas. Hogan told me:

By evaluating and rewarding a more cohesive set of behaviors, people are 

learning to work more collaboratively. In a culture where people struggle to 

admit they don’t know something, calculating risk can be tricky. Being open 

about failure helps us balance a growth mindset with accountability. We are 

learning to not just reward success, but also reward people who fell short while 

getting us closer. We don’t need people to show up in meetings having memorized 

pages of information to look smart. We want it to be perfectly acceptable to say, 

“I don’t have that information, but I can get it.” Learning from our mistakes gets 

us closer to our desired results—that’s a new form of accountability for us.29

Together, these shifts in performance focus are helping Microsoft’s leaders 
and employees reorient their sense of what it means to contribute. Further, 
they reinforce a sense of dignity—treating people as human beings first and 
honoring the idea that both achievements and gaps have value. Nadella was 
clear that shifting accountability would start from the top down. He says:

One of the big things that we have done at the leadership level is to focus on 

shared metrics. We make a distinction between what we call “performance 

metrics” and “power metrics.” Performance metrics are in-year revenue 

and profit and things of that nature. Power metrics are about future-year 

performance. A large part of the compensation for me and my leadership team 

is fundamentally based on that.30
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Today’s world craves dignity beyond the workplace, too. In late 2020 I 
spoke with Michael Sandel, Harvard Law School Professor and political 
philosopher, about his book, The Tyranny of Merit: What’s become of the 
common good? He told me:

Over the past four decades, as globalization has expanded, the divide between 

winners and losers has deepened. What’s made it all the more galling for those 

who haven’t flourished in the new economy is the sense among the winners that 

their success is their due—they’ve made it on their own and therefore deserve 

their winnings. By implication, the attitude among the successful is that those 

left behind must deserve their fate as well, that they have no one to blame but 

themselves, that the work they do is of lesser value to society and if they didn’t 

invest in cultivating their talents (aka, get a four-year degree), then that was 

their doing.

The result is that society has stopped prizing important work done by the 
working class. We’ve equated the compensation someone earns with the 
value of the work. Sandel believes the populist backlash to meritocratic 
elites in the 2016 US presidential election wasn’t just about feeling left 
behind from economic opportunity, but from the dignity gained by doing 
work valued by fellow citizens. In his book, Sandel writes:

… we are most fully human when we contribute to the common good and earn 

the esteem of our fellow citizens for the contributions we make. According to 

this tradition, the fundamental human need is to be needed by those with whom 

we share a common life. The dignity of work consists in exercising our abilities 

to answer such needs.31

As workplaces and communities, we must learn to treat one another and 
one another’s contributions with dignity and esteem, regardless of what they 
are. If the COVID-19 pandemic taught us anything, it’s that the value of 
“essential workers,” whose contributions we previously overlooked, is criti-
cal to how we live our lives, and they are deserving of our respect and 
regard. Let’s widen that esteem to all of our colleagues and neighbors.

Dignity in Action: Restorative Accountability

We started this chapter by looking at the model of restorative justice and 
understanding how it can nurture an accountability process that treats 
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people with dignity. Now let’s look at an accountability system that brings 
dignity to life within an organization.

Elias, a former client of mine, is the managing director of a technology firm 
in Denmark with approximately 450 employees. After working in what he felt 
were the demeaning environments of large corporations, he decided to try his 
hand in the startup tech world. He grew with the company, and eventually 
ended up with the top job. Elias knew that if his firm was to continue enjoying 
successful growth, they had to find ways to create accountability that inspired 
great performance. But, like scaling any venture, creating large-scale account-
ability processes that preserved the company’s entrepreneurial and human 
environment without being cumbersome or bureaucratic was challenging. His 
solution was to empower a team of 25 employees from across the company 
and at different levels to propose a process to the leadership team that “would 
make them feel proud of working there and excited to be held accountable.” 
Leveraging the company’s technological DNA, one of the first criteria in their 
design was “no forms or paper.” They wanted all data collected and shared 
digitally, and for that technology to promote more meaningful conversations 
between bosses and their direct reports. And, as a purpose-driven firm commit-
ted to democratizing technology access, they also wanted to make sure any 
process they devised would remain firmly connected to the firm’s mission.

Here’s what the team came up with. At the start of the year, every employee 
meets with their boss and presents their “mission impact statement” for the 
upcoming year; this is a set of objectives they wish to accomplish that both 
contributes to the overall growth and mission of the firm while furthering 
their personal development. Then the employee chooses the metrics they 
wish to be held accountable to. Finally, each team comes together, shares 
their respective mission impact statements, makes specific agreements on 
how they will support one another, and consolidates any shared commit-
ments into a “team mission impact,” which integrates their individual efforts. 
Elias’s mandate was that any accountability process needed to leave both 
employees and the company better at the end of each year.

Through a custom-built app the company created, employees and their 
managers exchange feedback on a regular basis. Managers and peers give 
positive and developmental feedback on employees’ work contributions as 
well as their participation in “the community,” or team. Employees, in turn, 
give managers immediate feedback on whether their guidance was helpful, 
and when it’s not, how to improve it. Employees routinely use the app to 
offer their peers observations like, “You seemed a little impatient in today’s 
product update meeting. Everything ok? Anything I can do to help?” The 
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constant real-time calibration serves to sustain trust and clear up any misun-
derstandings quickly.

When there are missteps or mistakes, there is a special process for resolv-
ing them: “leveling up.” Given the firm’s need to be constantly innovating, 
they saw mistakes as an opportunity to help them be more inventive. The 
person who made the mistake (a deadline miscalculation, a cost overrun, 
ineffective code, misinterpreting a product specification, etc.) takes the lead 
in calling a level-up session that includes all those impacted by their misstep. 
They present their interpretation of what went awry, or if they haven’t 
figured it out, ask for the group’s help in doing so. At the end of the session, 
everyone discusses how lessons learned from the mistake can be applied to 
help everyone “level up.” The team takes time to reassure the person who 
made the error, who is often harder on themselves than anyone, in a way 
that restores community and confidence in themselves and the team’s 
support. This is what multidirectional accountability looks like.

The process in Elias’s company also encourages learning from successes. 
When a project goes especially well, they come together for what they’ve 
named “leaping up.” In this case, a peer, manager, or even members of a whole 
team call a session to celebrate the win, and again, extract insights about “what 
went right” so that everyone can be empowered to take their own “leap up.”

The firm’s rewards are largely based on company-wide performance, 
with a small amount of compensation set aside for teams or individuals who 
have performed exceptionally and overdelivered on their mission impact 
statements.

Elias says that this accountability process is one of the things he’s most 
proud of at his firm, and it’s a core engine of the company’s growth. The 
firm’s clients notice the extra miles of dedication that go into their solutions 
and services, and the firm’s net promoter score for referrals is a 10 out of 10. 
“If everyone here goes home at night, no matter how challenging the day 
was, and feels proud of their work, loves who they do that work with, and 
can’t wait to come back the next day, I have done my job,” says Elias. “The 
primary job of any accountability system is for people to know that they 
and their work matter, and how they matter.”

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

What was risky about Elias’s approach? How might people have resisted his 

ideas? What lessons can you apply from his story?
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Get Busy: Nurture Dignity

Be Honest About Accountability Today

There is inevitably some injustice lurking within your organization’s current 
definition of accountability. Even if you don’t have the power to overhaul 
the entire process, you have influence over how some experience it. Where is 
it unfair? Where is it separating people from their contributions? How does 
it treat mistakes or setbacks? How closely does it tie people’s commitments 
to the organization’s strategic priorities and purpose? Pick one place where 
there is an obvious gap, gather your team to hear their experiences with the 
process, and together, come up with simple ways you can close the gap. 
Some of the following ideas may serve as compass headings to guide you.

Connect Commitments to Purpose

Building on the work you did at the end of Chapter 3, examine the connec-
tion between your purpose, your team members’ purpose(s), and your 
organization’s purpose through the lens of your commitments. How closely 
do your goals align with your and your company’s purpose? To what degree 
do those goals encourage you to embody purpose, by directly supporting the 
company’s most important strategic priorities? To what degree do they 
hinder embodying purpose because they seem disconnected from, or irrele-
vant to, your company’s top priorities? What would you need to change to 
better align these elements?

Ensure the Process Offers Dignity

This is especially important if your company uses a forced rating scale. If 
you are in a position to do so, advocate to HR to consider abolishing it, or 
at least allow you to experiment with alternative “reviews” within your 
group. If you’re granted the leeway, go a full performance cycle without 
using the old metrics and see if there’s any difference. If that’s not possible, 
have an honest conversation with your team about how you can deal with 
the triggering effects of forced ratings. Ask them to share how they have felt 
when they’ve been categorized in ways that don’t match their perception of 
their contributions. Talk openly about what approaches to goal-setting, 
feedback, development, and ongoing calibration you could take that would 
help make them feel honored for who they are and what they do.
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Create Your Own Standard of Accountability

Those you lead need to understand your commitment to fairness and dignity. 
How would you define accountability in a way that conveys your dedication 
to your team’s best work and highest aspirations? What would you have to 
do differently so that your team wanted you to raise the bar, knowing you 
would be there to help them reach it? Write out your own standard of 
accountability, share it with your team, and ask them to hold you account-
able to a higher standard of how you hold them accountable.

In the next chapter, we’ll take a more personal look at justice and account-
ability in leadership. To be specific, your leadership.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

●● Traditional approaches to accountability can be confusing, dishonoring, or 

punitive. These experiences encourage people to hide their mistakes or 

blame others for them, rather than take ownership of them.

●● Lessons from restorative justice practices offer insights to our systems of 

accountability. The approach maintains the dignity of all parties by 

emphasizing that wrongdoers can learn from their mistakes while they 

actively work to repair damage. Rather than excising wrongdoers, 

restorative justice supports long-term sustainability by strengthening 

communities.

●● In today’s knowledge economy, our contributions are close reflections of 

their contributor. That means traditional metrics that used to seem 

“objective” made them fair because they purported to treat people “the 

same.” But when contributions are so unique, sameness no longer equals 

fairness.

●● Accountability processes need to dignify the unique talents and 

contributions of each individual, and managers need to establish trusting 

relationships in which they can authentically honor the work of those they 

lead.

●● Three ways to encourage fairness are: (1) make expectations clearly tied to 

the organization’s top priorities, (2) effectively develop managers as 

coaches, and (3) reward differentiated high performance where it makes 

sense.

●● Companies can reshape their definitions of “success” so that admitting/

fixing mistakes, learning new skills, or attempting innovation are not 

accidentally stifled.
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Everyday Justice
Set your intention: How can I level the playing  

field so all those I lead have a fair shot to succeed?

Hope From a Bigger Story

In March, 1968, at the height of the Vietnam War, a unit of Charlie Company 
had received intelligence that the village of Son My, a small town nested 
along the southern Vietnamese coast, had been taken over by remnants of the 
Vietcong (VC), the local communist guerrilla force fighting the government 
of South Vietnam and their backers, the US military. In the months prior, 
Charlie Company had lost nearly half its men in brutal attacks from Vietcong 
snipers and booby traps. Angry at the losses and determined to triumph in 
Son My, Captain Ernest Medina of Charlie Company, 1st Battalion, 20th 
Infantry, ordered his men to be “very aggressive” in their upcoming sweep of 
the village. Within Son My, the hamlet of My Lai was believed to be the 
stronghold of the remaining Vietcong. Medina told his men that the women 
and children of the village would be at the market in the morning hours 
when they planned to invade the village, so there wasn’t a concern of killing 
innocent civilians. They were to assume those remaining in the village were 
either members of the VC or their sympathizers.1 They were ordered only to 
capture prisoners, level buildings, kill livestock, and destroy wells.

In the early morning of March 16, 1968, troops from Charlie Company led 
by Lt. William Calley arrived in My Lai but found no evidence of VC combat-
ants; instead, they found a village mostly full of women, children, and older 
men preparing their rice for breakfast.2 Nevertheless, many villagers were 
rounded up in groups and their huts were inspected for VC members and 
weapons. Only three weapons were found. Then, the unthinkable happened.

Calley ordered his men to shoot the villagers.

113
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At first, they didn’t take him seriously. But after pushing his company into 
a firing line, Calley repeated himself, ordering two privates, Meadlo and 
Conti, to kill the villagers. Meadlo obeyed his orders, and what became 
known as the My Lai Massacre, the most heinous civilian-involved killing of 
the Vietnam conflict, began. For the next several hours, the soldiers gathered 
men, women, and children, put some in ditches, and murdered them.

Just before the massacre, Warrant Officer Hugh Thompson, a helicopter 
pilot, was assigned to provide air cover to Charlie Company during their 
mission. As Thompson flew over My Lai with his crew of two at around 
6:00 a.m., just like the troops on the ground, he received no enemy fire. He 
spotted two possible VC suspects and forced them to surrender. Next, he 
came across wounded Vietnamese civilians, after which he marked the 
ground area with green smoke, a signal that they needed help. Then he went 
to refuel.

When he returned to My Lai around 9:00 a.m., he noticed the wounded 
civilians were now dead. He turned his attention to another location, close 
to a nearby rice paddy, that he had also marked with green smoke after 
seeing a wounded young Vietnamese woman. From a low hovering position, 
he watched as Medina came up to the woman, prodded her with his foot to 
see if she was alive, then shot and killed her.

He then flew over an irrigation ditch filled with dozens of bodies and 
realized it was his fellow American soldiers killing the civilians. He radioed 
command and said, “It looks to me like there’s an awful lot of unnecessary 
killing going on down there. Something ain’t right about this. There’s bodies 
everywhere. There’s a ditch full of bodies that we saw. There’s something 
wrong here.”3

Thompson landed his helicopter to investigate what was happening, and 
more importantly, why. While he was confronting one of the soldiers guard-
ing the civilians in the ditch, Calley stepped in. They had the following 
exchange:

Thompson: What’s going on here, Lieutenant?

Calley: This is my business.

Thompson: What is this? Who are these people?

Calley: Just following orders.

Thompson: Orders? Whose orders?

Calley: Just following…
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Thompson: But, these are human beings, unarmed civilians, sir.

Calley: Look Thompson, this is my show. I’m in charge here. It ain’t your 
concern.

Thompson: Yeah, great job.

Calley: You better get back in that chopper and mind your own business.

Thompson: You ain’t heard the last of this!4

As Thompson took off again, his crew noticed that the soldier Thompson 
confronted was carrying out Calley’s order to kill the civilians in the ditch. 
Enraged, Thompson flew to the northeast corner of the village and saw a 
small group of about 10 civilian men, women, and children running for 
shelter; they were being chased by members of Charlie Company. Then 
Thompson did the unimaginable.

He landed his helicopter between the civilians and the American troops 
advancing on them.

He told his helicopter crew that if the Americans opened fire on him or 
the Vietnamese civilians, they were to open fire on the Americans. Thankfully, 
he was able to stop the Americans from firing, and proceeded to rescue the 
civilians.

Thompson’s courage stopped the massacre. But by the end of it, more 
than 500 Vietnamese civilians had been murdered. The Army tried to cover 
up the incident, and Thompson was subjected to horrific retribution for his 
actions, including death threats and dead animals left on his front porch. In 
a closed hearing of the House Armed Services Committee in 1969, Thompson 
was harshly criticized by several Congressmen who tried desperately to play 
down the massacre. They tried to have him court-martialed, unsuccessfully. 
Calley was court-martialed, and Thompson testified at the trial.

Eventually, however, the tables turned. In 1998, 30 years after the massa-
cre, Thompson and his two crew members, Glenn Andreotta (posthumously) 
and Lawrence Colburn, were awarded the Soldier’s Medal, the Army’s high-
est honor for bravery not involving conflict with an enemy. That year 
Thompson also returned to visit My Lai with Colburn to commemorate the 
30-year anniversary of the massacre and meet with some of the civilians 
they rescued. They toured a small museum that had previously been opened 
in his honor, and the two Americans helped dedicate a new elementary 
school. One of the most poignant moments of the visit occurred when one 
of the women the men saved asked Thompson, “Why didn’t the men who 
committed these acts come back with you?” Thompson was devastated. 
But  then she finished her question: “… so that we could forgive them?”5 
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During the ceremony, Thompson said, “Something terrible happened here 
30 years ago today. I cannot explain why it happened. I just wish our crew 
that day could have helped more people than we did.”6

It’s hard to know how many more deaths Thompson’s courage 
prevented. But his choice to do the right thing for those who could not 
defend themselves—to confront the abuse of power and gross injustice 
right in front of him—is an example for all leaders. Mindful of the painful 
ostracizing he had suffered, Thompson said in a 2004 interview, “Don’t do 
the right thing looking for a reward, because it might not come.”7

Thankfully, most of us will never have to risk our lives as Thompson did 
in the name of justice. And by no means is it my intent to trivialize the 
atrocities of My Lai by making an erroneous comparison to the injustices 
we face in organizations. But it would be a mistake to therefore dismiss 
Thompson’s courage and sacrifice for the sake of justice as irrelevant to  
all of us.

In organizational life, countless injustices happen every day that we have 
the power to right. Interestingly, we often use wartime metaphors to describe 
them. “He shoots the messenger,” “She got slaughtered in her presentation,” 
“That quarterly review was a bloodbath,” “The board meeting is going to 
be a battle. Can you give me some air cover?” “They killed my project.” And 
the most difficult ones to acknowledge are those that come from people or 
groups we thought “were on our side.” Righting and learning from wrongs, 
instead of covering them up or shaming people for them, is what lies at the 
heart of everyday organizational justice. Without that, accountability 
systems will be forever consigned to the foul perversions we discussed in the 
last chapter.

For accountability to be shaped by dignity and justice, each of us must 
find the courage to do our part.

Rooting out injustice

When I interviewed Ed Townley in 2020, he had been CEO of Cabot 
Creamery, the acclaimed dairy cooperative in New England, since 2015. He 
told me, “I may have been naïve about what it was going to take to lead the 
company.” He had served as Cabot’s CFO prior to taking the helm. Dairy 
cooperatives can be enormously challenging businesses to run, especially 
when it comes to balancing the needs of both the dairy farmers trying to get 
their milk to market at a fair price and the dairy product manufacturers 
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trying to manage raw material and manufacturing capacity, pricing regula-
tions, and the complexities of the many customer segments served. When 
Townley took over as CEO, he said, the Cabot board decided to build a 
hiring profile for the role, and “honesty and integrity were the top two crite-
ria.” He would immediately be tested on both fronts.

As soon as he began, he realized he would need to replace members of his 
team who “weren’t creating the culture I thought we needed.” The problems, 
though, went a lot deeper: “What I hadn’t expected to find was people 
committing fraud. I found two cases where leaders were doing just that.” In 
one case, a maintenance manager had been ordering expensive manufactur-
ing equipment the company paid for, and selling it through his private 
business. In another case, the head of technology was purchasing unneces-
sary equipment and converting it for his own use, or selling it and pocketing 
the money.

How should he respond? Townley had a very important decision to make, 
one that would set the tone for Cabot for years to come: “Now, I could have 
just fired them and swept the whole thing under the carpet, but I knew that 
was the wrong thing to do. I decided we needed to prosecute them.”

After the second case was discovered, Townley had to stand up at an 
annual meeting in front of approximately 300 farmers and explain what 
was going on. They were furious. They wondered how someone could have 
stolen millions of dollars of product8 right under the nose of the CEO, and 
worse, where else it may have happened:

Vermont is a small state, and this became the talk of Vermont. The farmers 

were embarrassed and naturally felt betrayed. They wanted reassurance that 

it wouldn’t happen again, and given it was early in my run as CEO, I couldn’t 

guarantee that. I said, “I’m not going to shirk away from this kind of offense. If 

I find it, I’m going to deal with it, and unfortunately, that means you’re going to 

know about it.

Townley knew that if the culture he wanted to create was going to take hold, 
people had to know he was serious about change. “I couldn’t have people 
wondering if I was condoning such behavior, or worse, concluding that if 
people in leadership could do this, then it must be ok for them to do it.” So 
Townley took a strict line: no behavior that might give off even a whiff of 
impropriety would be tolerated, no matter who was involved. This meant that 
a plant manager (“a very senior leader”) who sent $300 worth of product to 
his family for Christmas was fired. “People really understood I was committed 
to a culture of integrity,” said Townley. Under Ed’s leadership, Cabot 
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went on to become one of the most admired companies in the dairy industry, 
and a certified B Corps.

(Later, in Chapter 8, I’ll share the rest of the remarkable story of Ed’s 
leadership, and the extraordinary company Cabot Creamery has become 
since those early years of his leadership.)

A commitment to justice in your own organization requires that leaders 
share Ed’s conviction about honesty and fairness. Consider how you might 
navigate moments like these real-life scenarios I’ve heard from clients or 
seen happen:

●● During a staff meeting, your boss publicly chews out your peer, a finance 
professional, for missing a mandatory business review. The sales leader 
on your team, also present, whose function routinely gets away with 
things others wouldn’t because they bring in the revenue, missed the same 
review but got no admonishment. When the boss isn’t looking, the sales 
leader smirks at you and winks.

●● You are in line at the company cafeteria checkout and notice that the 
cashier stops a Black employee, a close colleague of yours who has 
worked there for years, and politely asks to see his badge. She asks none 
of the White people in the area to see theirs. As your colleague walks 
away, you can see his shoulders slouching and his head slightly lowered.

●● At a budget review meeting, your fellow department leads are presenting 
their budget requests to the review committee that will allocate next 
year’s resources. Having done this numerous times, you give a perfect 
presentation and your budget is quickly approved. The young woman 
whose presentation follows yours, a newly appointed department head, is 
visibly nervous. She stutters during her presentation and you notice 
people on the committee trying to hide their snickering and eye-rolling. 
The department she inherited has been in shambles and clearly needs 
more resources than anyone else. But when she’s finished, the committee, 
largely made up of men, gives her only 75 percent of her requested budget. 
When you pass her office later, you notice her red eyes and how she 
avoids making eye contact with you.

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

If you had discovered what Townley had, what would you have done? What 

would you have coached him to do differently?
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●● You are choosing who to promote into a vacant manager position, with 
the choice between several candidates on your team. They are all equally 
qualified, each with unique strengths and gaps. The Diversity & Inclusion 
team is urging you to promote the person whose identity is underrepre-
sented in your organization and industry. Your boss has made her top 
choice known—someone who has been unfairly passed over before but 
whose close connection to your boss makes you nervous. And the person 
you feel would be best for the job happens to be someone you are close 
to and have worked with for years.

Each of the four scenarios above depicts everyday incidents in workplaces 
across the world. Every time you turn a blind eye to situations like these, 
however benign you may think they are, you are working against justice.

Our organizational routines are full of choices that appear much less 
straightforward when seen through the lens of justice. Any time you hear 
someone protest, “That’s not fair!,” be on alert for organizational injustice, 
no matter how small the infraction may seem. And if you want to be a leader 
of honesty, you can’t remain a passive bystander. You need to step in and 
proactively influence things toward a just outcome.

So, when facing situations like those above, how can you do that?

Use Your Power for Justice

Power is a complicated source of influence within organizations. Most 
often it’s thought of negatively, in the context of headlines touting the many 
ways it’s been abused. But it is the starting point from where leaders can 
right organizational injustices. The decision to create organizations of fair-
ness starts with a leader’s personal conviction that justice is theirs to create. 
It doesn’t just come about via some mysterious force of “fairness pixie 
dust” being sprinkled over the organization. It takes conviction, courage, 
and the choice to exercise the power of one’s leadership. And to do that 
well, we need a more instructive understanding of what exactly power is, 
and how it works.

As part of the research for my last book, Rising to Power: The Journey of 
Exceptional Executives, I wanted to understand what factors determined 
whether a leader taking on a broader leadership role would succeed or fail. 
We’ve known for decades that approximately 50 to 60 percent of leaders 
fail within their first 18 months after being promoted to a bigger role. One 
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of the biggest surprises in our findings, though, was that their greatest abuse 
of power did not involve self-interest or immoral gain, as scandalous head-
lines might have us believe. The greatest abuse of power was the abandonment 
of it—people too afraid or anxious to use it.

Whether for fear of being judged or simply wanting to purchase popular-
ity from others, leaders abdicating their power instead said “yes” too often, 
giving people their way but in the process diluting the resources and focus 
of their organization. They often justified their power failure as a desire to 
create a sense of egalitarianism—to ensure those they led felt valued and 
included. In so doing, they struggled to make hard choices, including too 
many others in decisions to the point of paralysis. They ignored poor perfor-
mance, played favorites, purchased loyalty by divulging confidences, and 
generally wreaked havoc on their organizations. Our data revealed how 
unprepared most leaders are to make effective use of their power. Of our 
respondents, 67 percent struggled to let go of work they’d done in previous 
jobs—a way of hanging on to the familiarity of past success and avoiding 
the uncertainty of more ambiguous challenges. Sixty percent struggled with 
the fact that people ascribed more power to them than they actually believed 
they had. And 50 percent found that political power dynamics at higher 
levels made it much harder to trust and work with peers.9

You may feel that because of where you sit on your organization’s hierarchy 
you have limited power. That’s a common misunderstanding. Organizational 
power comes in many shapes, not just the formal levels of authority, or posi-
tional power. In fact, our research showed that managers at any level have 
three primary sources of power that can be brought to bear to right injustices 
and allow others to thrive:

●● Positional power
	 This includes the formal decision-making rights that come with your role, 

such as budgetary oversight, performance management and career influence 
over direct reports, governance, the meetings and decisions you participate 
in across the organization, etc. Most leaders underestimate the degree of 
positional power within their role. I’ve had numerous CEOs say to me, “I 
feel like I have the least amount of power in the organization.” That’s 
largely because in today’s highly collaborative workplace, positional power 
can only go so far. It offers one of the strongest ways to correct organizational 
injustice if you have the authority within your role to instigate change, but 
it is by no means the only way. But it provides a strong platform from 
which to ensure justice within the team or department you lead.
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●● Relational power
	 Your network of connections is an extraordinary source of power and 

influence. The degree of trust you have built up, the equity you have 
gained from contributing to others’ success, the reputation you have 
garnered for being reliable, smart, easy to work with, service-oriented, or 
goodhearted all create important sources of power that you can use to 
help create needed change.

●● Informational power
	 Many companies still treat information as a power source—have it and 

you’re powerful, don’t have it and you’re not. But these days, the ubiquity 
of most information makes hoarding it rather pointless. The abundance 
of data has rendered insight a greater source of power than just 
information. A novel interpretation of the information becomes a unique 
form of power that helps cut through lots of noise and piles of raw data.

Armed with these three sources of power, you will be well equipped to bring 
justice anywhere it may be lacking—you just need to be on the lookout for 
where that could be. Here are some questions that can help you figure it out:

1	 Who on your team has felt deprived of the chance to shine or advance 
their skills? What project assignments could you help them take on that 
would allow them to learn and gain visibility? (Your positional power 
could create that assignment, your relational power could network the 
person to someone who could help, and your informational power could 
help them learn where in the organization their talents could be best used.)

2	 Who has struggled to have their voice or ideas heard? What group is 
feeling marginalized or as if they don’t matter? (Your positional power 
will allow you to listen to their concerns and advocate for them to leaders 
at higher levels. You could flex your relational power by demonstrating 
empathy to them and listening to the stories of their struggle to be heard. 
Your informational power could be leveraged to inform others of the 
importance of their voice and the value the organization is missing by not 
hearing it.)

3	 Who is accountable for results that they feel ill-equipped or under-
resourced to deliver? What team or individuals feel “set up to fail”? Every 
organization inevitably justifies asking more of people than they can 
deliver, reassuring them that it will be okay, but then punishing them when 
they fall short. (You could use your positional power to call this practice 
into question with leaders at higher levels. Your relational power could be 
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used to help broker support for the person or group that’s under-resourced. 
Your informational power may be able to offer insight into why they 
haven’t been set up for success and offer ideas for how to rectify that).

4	 Who are your organization’s bullies? Which people or leaders have 
reputations for disrespecting others, being overly harsh, or manipulating 
people into doing things for them? (You could use your positional power 
to use the company’s HR system to make sure the person is held 
accountable, and if those processes fail, you can directly confront the 
person with feedback—yes, even if they are higher ranking than you; 
your relational power could get you close to this person to win their trust, 
learn more about the reasons behind their bullying, and earn the right to 
engage them in a conversation about the impact of their behavior. Your 
informational power could help you coach those being bullied on how to 
better understand or effectively stand up to the bully).

Once you focus the lens of justice onto the things that cause people to feel 
treated unfairly, it’s not difficult to see the places of inequity built into your 
organization. You simply have to be willing to look and act. And like Hugh 
Thompson did with his helicopter, you must be willing to land yourself 
between the source of injustice and those on the receiving end of it. Instead 
of rationalizing that “No organization is perfect,” “I can’t risk my career to 
intervene in something that won’t change anyway,” or “That’s not my job, 
or my place, or my responsibility,” we have to resolve, like Thompson did, 
that if something unjust is happening within your view, and you believe it’s 
unacceptable, then you have to act. When more of us start doing this, 
systems of accountability across our company, industry, and perhaps the 
wider world will become fairer, unleashing those around us to do their best 
work. Moreover, we will strengthen the honesty muscle within our organi-
zation by dramatically reducing the risk of unethical misconduct. Even 
incremental improvements will help. The statistical models in my research 
show that even a 20 percent improvement in fairness within accountability, 
as evidenced by employees’ belief that their contributions have been justly 
assessed with dignity, can improve honesty by 12 percent.

Equity and Privilege: Leveling the Playing Field

On 25 May, 2020, George Floyd, a Black Minneapolis resident, was 
murdered by White Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin. His death set 
off a firestorm of outrage across the world about racial injustice. Millions of 
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people took to the streets in protest as scenes from the horrific video captur-
ing his death flashed across screens of every kind. It appeared that the 
long-overdue day of reckoning had finally arrived, and much of the world 
seemed ready to face the deep-seated racial inequities plaguing us. Companies 
felt compelled to issue statements condemning racial inequality. But protests 
and public declarations are a far cry from tangible actions. Being outraged 
is a start, but rooting out inequity in the systems and relationships around 
us is what will truly level the playing field. I wanted to understand how 
systemic inequalities that create injustice within our organizations actually 
formed, and more importantly, how they could be eliminated.

Dr. Tiffany Jana is a renowned expert in the field of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion, and co-author (along with Ashley Diaz Mejias) of the 2018 book 
Erasing Institutional Bias: How to create systemic change for organizational 
inclusion. I spoke with Jana about the effects of bias and privilege on systems 
of accountability.

To help illustrate what true accountability looks like, she posed two 
provocative questions that get to the crux of the matter:

Regardless of how I show up in your organization, do I have just as much 

likelihood of success as anyone else? Whether someone arrives as male or 

female, white, black, Hispanic, Asian, LGBTQ, with invisible or visible 

disabilities, or regardless from which school, will they get the same mentorships 

and opportunities, will they be given high-profile assignments to prepare 

for advancement, will they actually get promotions on a par with any other 

demographic in your company? Equity in accountability is about making sure 

that your systems, not just your intentions, can answer with a yes. And since our 

systems are built by humans, biases are already built in.

Selection systems, for example, are often biased because they’re based on the 
networks and alma maters of those in power. So, if we keep recruiting and 
promoting from the same network pools and schools, we’re going to keep 
advancing the same demographics.

Rather than treating underrepresented groups as people who need “extra 
help” to advance, Jana argues that hiring managers should instead see some-
one’s uniqueness as added value that can benefit all parties:

I would never tell anyone to hire someone because they are from an 

underrepresented demographic. First, they’ve got to be qualified to do the job 

and frankly they need to be the most qualified. However, if you’ve got multiple 

candidates and you’ve got three that represent demographics that are currently 
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highly overrepresented in your organization, and you have one or two that 

come from demographics that you currently don’t have strong populations 

of in your organization, these perspectives on top of their experience are like 

additional advanced degrees. So being Asian, being Black, being a woman, 

being LGBTQ, all of these things are going to add so much dimension, so much 

depth and so much value to your organization that you need to see them as 

additional line items on a resume and privilege that identity as something that 

the organization will derive unique value from rather than merely as people to 

help fill your diversity quota.

If power is an asset you acquire, privilege is one that you inherit, not some-
thing you earn. Aspects of your identity, like skin color or gender, may be 
privileged—meaning you get benefits from them that others don’t. It doesn’t 
make you a bad person with ill intent, but it does require that you under-
stand how those privileges affect others. You may have privilege because 
you are fully able-bodied, or because you went to a certain college, or you 
are part of a certain religious group. Usually such privilege forms among 
those within a “majority” group, rendering them least likely to notice it.

It’s common for people to have such privilege pointed out and become 
immediately defensive, insisting that whatever they have, they worked hard 
for. This is a short-sighted conclusion. When you are part of the privileged 
group, you’re the last one to notice it precisely because you’re in the “norma-
tive” group. By default, the normative group becomes the unspoken 
“standard.” In many companies, there is occupational privilege. For example, 
in high-tech companies, engineers are often a privileged role. In companies 
with iconic brands, marketers are often privileged. In high-growth compa-
nies, salespeople are often privileged. In companies with very steep hierarchies, 
higher-ranking people are often privileged. The important thing is to recog-
nize that having that privilege doesn’t make you elitist, classist, racist, sexist, 
or any other-ist. It’s failing to acknowledge the ramifications of that 
privilege—the benefits you enjoy and the implications for others—that makes 
you part of the problem.

In her book, Erasing Institutional Bias, Jana suggests asking yourself the 
following reflection questions to begin addressing privilege and bias within 
your organization:

1	 What specific privilege or bias is at issue?

2	 How is it affecting me?

3	 How am I benefitting from it?



EVERYDAY JUSTICE 125

4	 How am I hurt or limited by it?

5	 How is it affecting my colleagues and this organization’s stakeholders?

6	 How might it benefit specific demographics?

7	 Which groups are hurt or limited by it?

8	 How will erasing it help these groups?

9	 Who might feel threatened by an attempt to erase it?10

Once you’ve identified the area of concern, determine what role you want to 
play in change, what allies you can enlist in a coalition, and how you can 
create a movement of people committed to leveling the playing field for 
everyone. Jana offers encouragement for aspiring changemakers, suggesting 
that they (you):

… give yourself grace as you embark on this journey. Institutional bias can be a 

really ugly business. Once you begin to see its effects and examine it closely, it is 

very hard to “unsee” it. It is also hard to avoid becoming angry, bitter, and jaded 

about the whole phenomenon. It is, however, very important not to lose sight of 

the goal. Your purpose in this endeavor is to improve opportunities for people. 

You need to stay strong, maintain focus, and remain as optimistic as possible.11

Jana’s conclusions are supported by rigorous research from the University of 
Amsterdam’s study on the psychology of justice, where researchers found 
that human beings have an “undeniable drive to extend justice to fellow 
human beings.”12 Organizations have to create the context in which people 
can fulfill that drive.

Now that we’ve talked about the realities of power and privilege as routes 
to organizational justice, let’s talk about the other area you can influence as 
a leader—how you treat failure.

Failure as a Vehicle of Justice

I wish I had a dollar for every time I heard a leader pronounce, “We need to 
learn from our mistakes” or “Fail fast so we can innovate.” While you may 
be genuine in your intent, and even though these platitudes sound nice to 
say, trust me—nobody in your organization believes you mean it, and they’re 
rolling their eyes behind your back. Still, failures large and small happen 
every day in organizations and if we understand how to leverage their value, 
they can lead to justice and honesty in surprising ways.
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There’s a legendary story about Thomas Watson, Sr., IBM’s CEO in the 
1950s. Betting on booming post-war growth, Watson kept inventory levels 
high despite the lack of demand. Without a solid sales pipeline, manufactur-
ing and storing products burns through cash that isn’t being replenished. 
The company’s board of directors disagreed with Watson and called for his 
removal. Every deal counted—inventory levels had to be reduced to keep 
the company’s cash flow healthy. There was a large government bid in play 
worth nearly a million dollars. Unfortunately, the young salesman oversee-
ing it lost the bid, and he showed up at Watson’s office with his resignation 
in hand. Watson asked what had happened and the young salesman 
explained everything he had done. Then he thanked Watson for the chance 
to explain, and got up to leave. Watson handed him his resignation back and 
said, “Why would I accept this when I just invested a million dollars in your 
education?”13 Clearly Watson understood the immense power of failure. 
That story became folklore throughout the company.

While most of us would like to think we’d have the fortitude to respond 
to a failure like Watson did, how many of us would?

Amy Edmondson is the Novartis Professor of Leadership at Harvard 
Business School and author of The Fearless Organization: Creating psycho-
logical safety in the workplace for learning, innovation, and growth. I spoke 
with her in mid-2020 about her research and insights about the connection 
between psychological safety and learning from failure. “Whenever I ask 
executives how many failures in their organization are truly blameworthy—
meaning they were avoidable failures—their answers are usually very low, 
like 4 or 5 percent,” she says. “But when I ask them how many failures are 
treated as blameworthy, they often laugh nervously and say ‘like 80 or 90 
percent.’” Edmondson concedes that most leaders are genuine when they 
say they want people to learn from failure. Extensive, often expensive post-
mortem studies of mistakes indicate a genuine desire to learn and improve. 
But, she told me:

When leaders get fixed on finding fault and placing blame to “make sure 

failure doesn’t happen again,” they unwittingly make it unsafe for people to 

acknowledge, much less learn from, failure. And if your accountability systems 

are out of whack, where expectation, reward, and punishment teach people that 

cause and effect simply don’t match around here, then you’re teaching people 

learned helplessness by inducing fear. Nobody’s going to fess up to failure in 

that environment.

(You’ll hear more from Edmondson in Chapter 7, when we discuss the role 
of psychological safety in creating environments where people freely speak 
up about tough issues and offer risky ideas.)
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A particularly noxious form of failure occurs when people feel as if they 
have been set up to fail, a topic I touched on earlier. Many leaders believe 
that setting high standards enables people to reach greater levels of perfor-
mance. But when those standards become unreachable, people’s performance, 
and spirits, flag. I have a striking example from an interview I conducted 
with a leader about his boss, the CEO of a large corporation. “Nothing I do 
is ever good enough for her. We’re all starting to ask ourselves why we 
bother trying,” he told me. When I spoke with the CEO to get her side of 
things, she said, “People consistently disappoint me. It’s always been that 
way. I have high standards. That’s why I get the results that I do.”

When I raised concerns about the unintended consequences of her high 
standards, she said it had never occurred to her that she might be undermin-
ing the very high performance she sought. As an executive whose standards 
are excessively high, or perfectionistic, she isn’t alone. Research shows that 
up to 35 percent of high-performing executives fail because of their tendency 
toward perfectionism.14 To be clear, your discontent as a leader can be a 
powerful asset to spur yourself and those you lead on to greater achieve-
ment. But you must learn to harness that discontent for good by knowing 
when and how much to express it. Make sure that when you set the bar 
high, you also help people reach it. Express confidence in people’s ability, 
make sure you have a clear understanding of what they need to do so that 
they believe your ask is realistic, and honor their desire for your approval 
regardless of the outcome. When those you lead are left to question their 
value in your eyes, your perfectionism becomes a constant source of critique 
and disregard. Make sure everyone you lead knows what you value about 
them and their contribution.

Fewer environments can suffer from perfectionist-driven failure more 
than the US Military. For an example of this, look no further than Lt. 
Commander Erik Nyheim, a naval executive officer and commander of a 
special warfare team, who wrote about his personal experience with failure 
in the book The U.S. Naval Institute on Leadership Ethics. In his chapter 
contribution, “Zero-defect leadership is the problem,” he explains that:

Operational pressures from two wars combined with the pressure to be perfect 

led to poor decisions out of uniform. From binge drinking to questionable 

behavior, I could have lost the privilege to serve. Were it not for the focused 

attention of community leaders, expanded education on ethics and behavior, 

and congressionally directed mental and emotional health resources, I would 

not have recognized the destructive path on which I was traveling.15
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Nyheim writes that having sufficient “safe space” to air his failures, reflect 
on his actions, and learn from them enabled him to bridge failure and 
success. He also suggests that being a leader who prized honesty and improve-
ment over perfection only deepened his commitment to his oath and values, 
and to those with whom he served. Much to his credit, Nyheim courageously 
names the cultural challenge that he was up against and, through his own 
leadership, set out to change the stigma of failing:

The expansive effort to rid our service of failure has unintended consequences 

that detract from performance and character. Specifically, a fear of failure 

projected across the force robs leaders of the opportunity to teach service 

members how to learn from mistakes and grow. Rather than fostering a culture 

that values honesty and creates space to bridge failure and success, members 

often feel suffocated by the pressures of perfection. Those pressures, manifested 

in destructive ways, detract from our goal of being the finest Navy in the history 

of mankind.16

Notice his direct correlation between accountability and honesty—they go 
hand in hand.

Nyheim goes on to lay out his process for overcoming a zero-defect 
mentality and overemphasis on perfection. First, they had to destigmatize 
the notion of failure, reorienting its meaning to help people understand its 
inherent value in promoting growth and improvement, not perfection. Then, 
they had to work on creating safe spaces where Navy personnel could bridge 
failure and success by teaching them that failure leads to reflection, reflec-
tion to self-awareness, self-awareness to adaptation, and adaptation to 
improved performance.

Nyheim shares a story of the significant difference this change made. A 
top-performing petty officer was driven with perfecting his unit’s perfor-
mance to the point of very damaging outcomes. Because of several violations 
of misconduct, some involving alcohol, the officer had to be relieved of his 
command. The officer hadn’t realized the degree to which the imposed pres-
sure of chasing perfection led to his failure. Through a disciplinary process, 
the officer got the help he needed, was able to bridge failure to success by 
learning from his mistakes, and embarked on his journey to turning things 
around. Though his actions almost cost him his career, the petty officer 
restored his standing and took on a new command. Nyheim says, “He is 
thriving again because our leaders allowed failure to be his stepping-stone 
to success.”17
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Tragically, in most organizations, failure is received with one of two 
extreme reactions: it’s either ignored without consequences, or it is consid-
ered fatal. Rarely are people held accountable to learn from it. Nyheim’s 
story and approach offers us a blueprint for how, even in high-risk contexts 
where the bar is demandingly high, we can create environments where fail-
ure offers a pathway to justice in accountability.

Sanyin Siang is the Executive Director of the Coach K Center on 
Leadership and Ethics at the Duke University Fuqua School of Business. She 
works with executives as well as sports and military leaders from around the 
world. In my interview with her, she offered this insightful perspective about 
the importance of failure:

You can’t isolate the treatment of failure from the rest of a leader’s relationship 

with those she leads. The very essence of how a leader shapes success for others 

is bound in an agreement, sometimes unspoken, that leaders want others to 

be their best. When that’s the case, there are steady streams of empowering 

feedback that help people improve while avoiding catastrophe. Small course 

corrections are easier than major ones. But even when there is significant failure, 

the only real tragedy is when we don’t learn from it. As leaders we have to be 

honest about our role in others’ failure. Were we clear in our expectations? Did 

they have the right resources? Are we showing them the grace they need to pick 

themselves back up and keep going? Failure rarely happens in isolation—we 

have to look at all the factors that led to it. When our children fail, we don’t 

document their mistakes in a performance improvement plan, we sit down with 

them and lovingly talk through what happened, what we can learn and how we 

can grow from it. Leaders should approach their people the same way, seeing 

failure as the first step toward success. We can be both firm and show empathy. 

We can have high expectations and we can be compassionate when things don’t 

go as planned. If leaders want innovation, experimentation, openness to trying 

new approaches and resilience after setbacks, honoring failure comes with the 

territory.

You may wonder if a compassionate response to failure in some way implies 
lowering the bar or accepting sub-par performance. But it actually raises the 
bar. Simply shaming someone after failure is easy, and almost guarantees 
their lost confidence; fear of you and resentment for your treatment won’t 
get you much improvement next time. Allowing others the grace to fail and 
grow is much harder, but almost always leads to even better performance.
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Like using your power to right wrongs or confront inequity, treating fail-
ure with compassion takes courage. Because the road to everyday justice is 
only paved with counter-intuitive leadership. Organizational injustices often 
appear so routine that the need for justice doesn’t naturally occur to us. It 
takes intentionally looking for it to find it. When something is unfair, true 
leaders willingly stand in the breach to right the wrongs that cause others to 
feel marginalized or mistreated. They make sure everyone has an equal 
chance of success. They use their power to actively seek out opportunities to 
help others thrive and contribute their best work. They make sure that no 
one has privileges that unintentionally disadvantage others. And they are 
purposeful about making it safe for others to fail and learn, so nobody feels 
they have to cover up mistakes.

Whether or not you have the authority to change your organization’s systems 
of accountability across the company, you do have the opportunity to create a 
more just environment around yourself. Here’s how you can do your part.

Get Busy: Bring Justice to Places of Injustice

Use Your Power to Create a Platform for Others

Organizations can be especially noisy places, making many people feel 
unheard. Creating opportunities for your peers, or those you lead, to share 
their ideas, make presentations to important audiences, or contribute to 
others’ learning are all impactful ways to amplify the voices of others. If you 
host a standing meeting of any kind, consider carving out part of the agenda 
on a regular basis to showcase the ideas and good work of those who don’t 
have many opportunities to be heard. Host special events that allow people 
you lead with unique expertise to share their knowledge and skills with 
others. One executive I worked with planned his department’s “Ideas 
Forum” a year in advance. Throughout the year there were bi-monthly 
workshops, webinars, and discussions led by various people from across his 
organization. If you report to someone who leads a much larger portion of 
the organization, consider challenging them to incorporate a rotating 
segment of their meeting agenda where they invite employees from around 
the organization to showcase their work. This also has the side benefit of 
allowing senior leaders a view of promising talent they would otherwise 
never get to know.
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Level the Playing Field for the Marginalized

Somewhere within your organization there are those who enjoy privileges, 
and perhaps are even blind to how those privileges disadvantage others. 
Identify someone in your organization who you believe may feel disadvan-
taged or marginalized in some way and find ways to level the playing field 
for them, especially if the unequal field is the byproduct of another person’s 
or group’s privilege. Start by picking one person or group and engaging 
them about how they may feel disadvantaged and the ways they may be 
suffering in silence as a result. For example, people in support or oversight 
functions like human resources, finance, or ethics and compliance often feel 
they lack the “seat at the table” that others enjoy, and therefore feel unable 
to have the kind of impact the rest of the organization expects of them. 
Similarly, people from underrepresented demographics often feel isolated 
and misunderstood. How can you help build a bridge between these employ-
ees and those who could most benefit from their skills? Where is ignorance 
of their value or unconscious bias contributing to their feeling sidelined? 
Even by raising the question with them, and engaging your team in a conver-
sation about this, you will signal that ensuring fairness for everyone is 
important to you.

Confront a Bully

Somewhere in your organization is a person with a reputation for being 
demeaning, exploiting others, and driving their agenda while sacrificing 
people’s dignity. You know who they are. I’m not suggesting you sacrifice 
your career on a political alter by getting in the CEO’s face about his bad 
behavior. But it could be a peer in another group, or someone a level or two 
below you. Start by making your intentions known to your organization 
that you intend to value dignity and fairness. Name the bullying behaviors 
you won’t tolerate. And, as appropriate, engage a bully in a private, safe 
conversation about your observations of their behavior and its impact on 
others, and the reputation those have led to. Help them discover the gap 
between their intentions and their impact (most bullies don’t actually intend 
to hurt others). Make it clear that you expect them to change their behavior.

Manage Your Perfectionism

Make sure you make it possible for people to meet your high standards. Ask 
for feedback (anonymously if necessary) from those you lead about whether 
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your criticism, dissatisfaction, or continual pushing for “more” ever leads to 
their discouragement or feelings of inadequacy. Learn to set standards with 
them rather than for them and engage them in honest conversations about 
what they need from you to be successful.

Treat Performance Shortfalls with Dignity and Learning

Think about the last time someone you led underdelivered against expecta-
tions or made a significant mistake. How did you respond? Did you minimize 
it so they didn’t feel bad? Did you react harshly and shame them? Being 
honest about underperformance is one of the most important places to treat 
others with dignity. Too many leaders pull their punches when it comes to 
giving productive developmental feedback to others. They soft-pedal impor-
tant messages in the interest of being “nice.” But withholding feedback that 
could help others improve is actually not kind, it’s cruel. You are protecting 
your own ego and indulging your discomfort with conflict, and in so doing, 
hurting the dignity of others. Because they know exactly what you are doing. 
The alternative, belittling people with demeaning feedback when they fall 
short, is just as cruel. Treat performance shortfalls with clear feedback about 
how you believe things went off track. Ask the person you are coaching to 
lead the conversation with their own assessment so they can restore confi-
dence that they can turn things around. Together, develop agreements for 
how things will change, what you both can learn from the failure, and what 
you each need to contribute to get performance levels back to where you 
both want.

Ask for the Story

Nothing strengthens another person’s dignity more than asking them to tell 
you the story of an important achievement. Far from just routine praise or 
a high-five, acknowledging that the contribution is a personal reflection of 
them as the contributor elevates their sense of esteem in your eyes, and their 
own. Simply saying, “Wow, I’m sure that was more challenging than it 
looked. How did you do it?” sets the stage for them to share the parts of the 
story most would never hear: where they struggled, where they doubted, 
moments they broke through obstacles, and what makes them most proud 
of the achievement. Without a doubt, an animated retelling of a story to an 
intently listening ear solidifies the teller’s deep sense of significance. Ask 
questions, jot down a few notes, and remain fascinated. It may only take 15 
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or 20 minutes, but it may be one of the most lasting experiences of dignity 
you offer someone.

Now that we’ve finished exploring the role of justice in accountability, 
let’s move on to Part Three, transparency in governance.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

●● The heart of organizational justice is righting and learning from wrongs 

instead of covering them up or shaming people.

●● We all must do our part to hold each other accountable if we want to shape 

dignity and justice in organizations.

●● Leaders in organizations must express conviction about honesty and 

fairness as a way of showing their commitment to justice.

●● Being a leader of honesty requires you to be active in conversations and 

aware of day-to-day infractions that show organizational injustice.

●● Within the first 18 months of being promoted, 50–60 percent of leaders fail. 

In contrast to what many think, this failure is actually due to an 

abandonment of power, i.e. people being too afraid or anxious to use their 

power.

●● Organizational power doesn’t necessarily come from company hierarchy. 

While some power comes from positional power, relational power and 

informational power are critical forms of power that leaders can employ to 

create more just organizations.

●● To see the places of inequity in the organization, try to focus your lens of 

justice on things that cause people to feel they’ve been treated unfairly.

●● The realities of power and privilege as routes to organizational justice start 

from identifying the area of concern, determining what role you want to 

play in change, what allies you can enlist in a coalition, and figuring out how 

you can create a movement of people committed to leveling the playing 

field for everyone.

●● Failure in organizations is either ignored without consequences or is fatal to 

a career. Rather, leaders like Erik Nyheim can create environments where 

failure is a pathway to justice in accountability. 
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Trustworthy Decision Making
Set your intention: How might greater transparency 

improve my team’s decision making?

Hope From a Bigger Story

On January 5, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) published 
news of an outbreak of an unknown, “pneumonia-like” viral respiratory 
pathogen. According to the WHO, all 44 cases had been detected in Wuhan 
City, China.1 Two days later, Chinese health authorities confirmed the cases 
were associated with a novel coronavirus, later named Covid-19. By January 
30, the WHO had declared the outbreak a Public Health Emergency of 
International Concern (PHEIC). At that point, 9,976 cases had been reported 
in at least 21 countries, with the first case reported in the United States on 
January 20.2

By March 11, the WHO declared that the world was officially in the 
midst of a global pandemic for the first time in nearly a century. At this 
point, 126,599 cases had been reported around the world, along with just 
over 4,600 deaths.3 Public health officials, government officials, local health-
care organizations, and people around the world found themselves clamoring 
for reliable information. How serious was this? Was it just like the flu or 
worse? Was it only serious for senior citizens? What was the best way to 
stop it? Did we have enough Personal Protection Equipment (PPE) and 
ventilators should healthcare systems become overrun?

Like clockwork, politicians immediately hijacked the virus to advance 
their political platforms. Social media sites were ablaze with memes mocking 
the virus or mocking those who mocked the virus. Basic but crucial ques-
tions remained unanswered. Would social distancing really help or was it all 
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a hoax? Were we really choosing between people’s health and economic 
well-being? How were parents going to work from home while trying to 
homeschool their kids? Could hydroxychloroquine really work as a surro-
gate vaccine? Could we actually run out of toilet paper? With no clear 
answers at hand, the media reported itself into a frenzy of conflicting infor-
mation. Countries around the world, with little guidance to follow, were 
writing their playbooks as they went, as cases and death tolls rose. There 
simply was no precedent to guide leaders through the precarious decisions 
this crisis required.

There was an exception to the rudderlessness and recklessness, however. 
Not every politician hijacked the virus for their own ends; a rare few put 
politics aside and public health first. One such leader was the prime minister 
of New Zealand, Jacinda Ardern.

In retrospect, New Zealand seemed unlikely to mount a successful, 
rational response to a once-in-a-century pandemic. In the fall of 2019, the 
country ranked 35th in the world for pandemic preparedness, scoring only 
54 out of 100 points as assessed by the Global Health Security Index.4 But 
Ardern was determined to take the strange new virus seriously.

Assembling her team of experts, Ardern set in motion some of the strict-
est pandemic-response protocols in the world. On February 2, just three 
days after the WHO declared an emergency, she closed New Zealand’s 
borders to visitors from China.5 On March 20, the country’s borders were 
closed entirely. And the next day, with only 59 confirmed cases in New 
Zealand, she announced the country would be locked down; the order went 
into effect six days later. “These decisions will place the most significant 
restrictions on New Zealanders’ movements in modern history. But it is our 
best chance to slow the virus and to save lives,” she told her nation, emanat-
ing resolve and compassion. “Please be strong, be kind and united against 
Covid-19.”6

Her goal wasn’t to just slow the spread of Covid-19—she was determined 
to eliminate it from her country.7 She set in motion a four-level color emer-
gency system, adapted from Singapore, to help citizens understand the 
current degree of risk, based on assessments her team developed using all 
available data. There are four levels to the system, with 1 being the least risk 
of infection and 4 the highest. At the time of the announcement, New 
Zealand was at Level 2. Each level brings added restrictions on activities or 
movements. She had her director general of health implement speedy test-
ing, rigorous contact tracing, and stringent isolation. She communicated 
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consistently, clearly, and sympathetically through all her decisions. Her daily 
briefings for government and private sector officials laid out unfolding plans 
and decisions she and her cabinet were considering, while her Facebook 
Live sessions—more intimate in nature given the medium—helped encour-
age her fellow citizens with sense-making explanations and insight behind 
the choices she was making. She even held a special press conference just for 
the children of New Zealand, knowing that their anxious questions needed 
to be answered to help keep them at ease and in support of concerned 
parents;8 she reassured them that the Easter Bunny and the Tooth Fairy 
were, indeed, “essential workers.”

From the outset, she rallied her nation around a common purpose: “We 
are a team of five million.”9 But Ardern looked beyond her borders as well. 
Concerned that New Zealand could be a transmission hub to other Pacific 
islands in the region, where no cases had been reported, the Ministry of 
Health and Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade worked closely with the 
WHO to support their neighbors in the Pacific. This included procuring 
supplies and providing training to health staff within those countries and via 
remote support.10 Though she had closed New Zealand’s borders, she 
opened its arms to neighbors, recognizing that the decisions New Zealanders 
made had implications beyond their perimeter.

Ardern’s tough, collaborative leadership aligned government and busi-
ness leaders and the people of New Zealand to achieve a clear, compelling, 
and unprecedented goal. The nation would have to sacrifice together if they 
were to succeed.

By mid-May, New Zealand was reporting no new cases of the virus and 
remained that way for the next three weeks. They shifted from Level 2 to 
Level 1 on June 8, lifting many of the system’s restrictions. They saw a slight 
rise in cases in early August in Auckland, so Ardern once again elevated the 
country back to Level 2, and Auckland to Level 3. Auckland moved down 
to Level “2.5,” a modified version of Level 2 with further limitations on 
public gatherings and mandated mask wearing on public transport, on 
August 30. New Zealand moved to Level 1 on September 21 while Auckland 
would move to Level 2 on September 23.11 The system was flexible and 
proactively managed throughout the peak months, empowering local 
regions to adapt the system as needed while still providing clear direction 
based on scientific data from the national level.

As of September 2020, New Zealand had totaled only 1,683 cases of the 
virus and 22 deaths. Ardern garnered rousing approval as a result. A poll 
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taken at the time showed that 83 percent of New Zealanders trusted their 
government to deal with national crises and 88 percent trusted the govern-
ment to make the right decisions about Covid-19. The overall approval 
rating for Ardern’s Covid-19 response was 83 percent, the highest rating for 
any leader of a G7 nation; for all the others, the average was only 54 
percent.12

Media and health experts around the world are hailing Ardern and New 
Zealand as one of the greatest examples of leadership during a crisis.13, 14 Her 
transparency, decisiveness, appropriate inclusion of the right data sources 
available at the time, and collaborative nature with her key cabinet leaders 
serve up a stellar example of what organizational governance looks like 
when it is well synchronized and effectively executed. While we may not have 
been able to see the rigorous debate and even conflict that went on behind 
the New Zealand government’s closed doors, Ardern’s credibility and results 
tell a clear story: that when all the heated exchanges were done, decisions 
were made, executed, and communicated in a cohesive, transparent way.

While a business obviously isn’t a government, the moral of this story 
applies just as well in both contexts. Effective governance—the processes by 
which organizations make and communicate decisions—allows a company 
to do the right thing even when it’s also the hardest thing. Convening the 
right group of people and giving them clear decision rights, appropriate 
resources, and a well-crafted charter that defines what they are to accom-
plish sets the foundation of truly exceptional governance—and, ultimately, 
performance.

This all sounds great, sure, but it’s astonishing how infrequently organi-
zations actually operate this way. More often than not, “meetings” feel like 
random gatherings for show-and-tell updates during which people catch up 
on email. Most people in the room don’t know what, if any, decision they 
are even there to make, or with what authority and resources. And most of 
the time participants come to find that a decision was already made prior to 
the meeting, and that the leader’s real agenda is to make it “look like” every-
one is being included in it by being “transparent” with information that’s 
already been agreed to in private. I call this “orchestrated theater”—the 
illusion of people participating in decision making. Worse, the conflicting 
messages emerging from such meetings send followers off to work at cross 
purposes.

In too many workplaces, the dysfunction that occurs during the decision-
making process brings predictable results: people get frustrated or check 
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out, coordination becomes choppy as people leave a meeting with their own 
interpretations of what happened and go do things as they see fit, and a slow 
erosion of trust in decision making spreads, increasing the (already substan-
tial) level of cynicism about a leader’s competence. This common version of 
governance is tragic for workplaces and employees. My research shows that 
when governance is not perceived as transparent, employees are three and a 
half times more likely to lie or withhold the truth, act unfairly toward others, 
and put their own needs above those of the organization.

And this is just under ordinary circumstances. As if the state of affairs 
wasn’t treacherous enough, imagine what things are like when a crisis hits. 
That’s when you really find out whether your organization’s governance is 
fit for purpose or if it’s contaminated. Especially when that crisis is one of 
your own making.

What Do You Do When You Find Out You’re Poisoning People?

The Patagonia outdoor apparel company was founded in 1973 by Yvon 
Chouinard, an avid mountain climber. At a young age he taught himself how 
to blacksmith, a skill he used to make his own climbing pitons—the metal 
spikes climbers hammer into the rockface when climbing. Eventually, other 
climbers wanted him to make theirs, too. Chouinard and his partner realized 
that their pitons were destroying the rock, given the repeated need to hammer 
them in and remove them. They found a viable alternative—aluminum 
chocks that could be wedged in by hand rather than hammered in and out of 
crevices. Eventually their chock business grew and cannibalized their piton 
business. The switch from pitons to chocks—to intentionally sunset a success-
ful business for an untested one—was Chouinard’s first step in creating a 
company committed to doing what was right even when it was hard.15 For 
this ethos, along with its high-quality product offerings, Patagonia has long 
been considered one of the world’s most admired companies.16

Vincent Stanley is Patagonia’s Director of Patagonia Philosophy. He has 
been with the company since the beginning, having served in numerous 
executive roles, and is co-author with Chouinard of The Responsible 
Company: What We’ve Learned from Patagonia’s First 40 Years.17 I spoke 
with Stanley about Patagonia’s story, specifically about an episode he char-
acterizes as one of the most challenging inflection points in the company’s 
journey—its switch to organic cotton.
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It all started after the opening of their Boston store. Excitement over the 
opening quickly turned to concern after employees began getting sick with 
unexplainable headaches. Stanley says:

We had the air tested: we learned that the ventilation system was faulty and 

off-gassing formaldehyde was poisoning our staff. A typical business response 

might have been to fix the ventilation system to make the headaches go 

away. At the time, all we knew about formaldehyde we remembered from 

biology class: the chemical in the jar with the sheep’s heart. But the source of 

formaldehyde in the store turned out to be the finish on our cotton clothes, 

added by the mill to prevent shrinkage and wrinkling.18

After they researched the harm formaldehyde could cause, including several 
types of cancers, they changed some of their manufacturing processes and 
pre-shrunk the cotton to significantly minimize its use. For most companies, 
that would have been the end of “being responsible.” But their experience 
with the finish motivated them to question their entire cotton clothing 
production process, says Stanley: “We honestly had no idea where the cotton 
being used in our clothing was coming from, or how it was being milled.” 
So, they decided to find out.

By the late 1980s, Patagonia had begun taking environmental concerns 
more seriously, but the formaldehyde incident kicked things into high gear. 
In 1991, the company commissioned a major study to gauge the environ-
mental impacts of all the fibers they used in their clothing. What they learned 
was devastating. They write:

To prepare soil for planting cotton, workers spray organophosphates (which 

can damage the human central nervous system) to kill off all other living 

organisms. The soil, once treated, is doornail dead (five pesticide-free years have 

to pass before earthworms, an indication of soil health, can return). Such soil 

requires intensive use of artificial fertilizers to hold the cotton plants in place. 

Rainwater runoff from cotton fields contributes significantly to the growth of 

ocean dead zones. Cotton fields, representing 2.5 percent of cultivated land, 

ingest 15 percent of chemical insecticides used in agriculture and 10 percent 

of pesticides. About one-tenth of 1 percent of these chemicals reach the pests 

they target… Cotton fields contribute 165 million metric tons of greenhouse 

gas emissions every year. A conventional cotton field stinks: its chemicals burn 

the eyes and nauseate the stomach. Before harvesting in non-frost regions 

like California, cotton has to be sprayed by a crop duster with the defoliant 

Paraquat, about half of which hits its target. The rest settles over the neighbors’ 

fields and into our streams.19
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Stanley told me that once they’d learned the damage cotton was doing to 
people and planet, the decision to switch to entirely organic cotton was the 
only one they could make:

It’s one thing to simply be honest about what we were doing, to admit that 25 

percent of all of these horrible chemicals are used on 8 percent of arable land, 

that it’s disproportionate and unnecessary. Before World War II, cotton wasn’t 

grown this way. But if you’re in a bus and you don’t even have the windows 

open and it smells like a bottle of formaldehyde, and your eyes are burning, that’s 

something else. I’ve come to realize that in human nature, if you give me facts 

that counteract my values, I just double down on my values and discount your 

facts. But experience changes people. And our experience taking key stakeholders 

out into the cotton fields changed us. And by experience, I mean something that 

enlarges your sense of the world, that changes your worldview and allows you to 

expand your mind in some way. It was a critical turning point in our story.

In the fall of 1994, Patagonia committed to switching over their entire line 
of cotton clothing to organic cotton within 18 months.20 This sounded great, 
except for one problem: there wasn’t a sufficient supply of organic cotton 
available through traditional brokers, so they had to work directly with the 
few farmers around the world who grew their cotton organically. Then they 
had to convince the vendors who processed the cotton, the ginners and spin-
ners, to clean their machines before and after processing Patagonia’s 
relatively low volumes. They and their partners had to innovate across the 
entire supply chain of cotton production, but by 1996, they did it: every 
piece of Patagonia’s cotton clothing was made from organic cotton.

Today, Patagonia have extended their commitment to transparency and 
sustainability in their manufacturing choices through an interactive online 
portal they call “The Footprint Chronicles.” Launched in 2007, Patagonia 
decided that they wanted to do more than just engage in routine “corporate 
social responsibility,” a term that has, frankly, become a cliché. They wanted 
customers and partners to know about the entire lifecycle of their products, 
from design to fiber selection to dyeing and weaving and warehouse deliv-
ery. To date, they’ve traced and published the entire journey of about 150 of 
their products on The Footprint Chronicles.

What’s more, the origins of The Footprint Chronicles illuminate what 
truly empowered governance looks like. Stanley says:

There was no budget for it, and no department was “charged” with doing it. 

Our environmental group is intentionally just two people because we wanted 

sustainability to be part of everyone’s job. So, a bunch of us got together and 
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just did it. We thought, “This is a fantastic idea, so we’re going to do this.” It 

was almost like a volunteer activity. But because it was a project that reflected 

the values of those involved, we got it done. Once everybody saw its value the 

company adopted it more fully. We value subsidiarity at Patagonia. If a decision 

is going to be made that affects people, they need to be involved in it, so they 

feel ownership for it. That’s how The Footprint Chronicles got its start.

It’s clear that Patagonia has fostered a sense of transparency and ownership 
from the beginning. This passage from The Responsible Company captures 
the company’s ethos in a nutshell:

The responsible company owes its employees light-handed, attentive 

management; openness about the numbers; encouragement to cooperate, across 

divisional lines when necessary, and to continuously improve processes; freedom 

to organize workflow with minimal delays or interference from higher-ups; and 

a penalty-free whistle to blow against wrongdoing.21

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

If you had discovered what Patagonia had about your products, what would you 

have done? What were the risks to their choice?

Patagonia offers a shining example of transparency, governance, and doing 
the right thing in the face of a crisis. Tragically, however, they are in many 
ways an exceptional company. The truth is, many other organizations would 
not have reacted the way they did after learning their products were poisoning 
or even killing people. They might have easily taken an alternate path, one all 
too frequently embraced, and buried the truth for decades with the arrogant 
assumption they were above getting caught. So, to see how things could have 
played out, let’s turn to an example of a company that took this other path 
(spoiler alert: it’s a really bad strategy with a radical boomerang effect).

Earl Tennant was a cattle farmer in Washington, West Virginia. By July of 
1996, half of his cows and their calves had mysteriously died, and the rest 
had been born deformed and dead. Strangely, even buzzards wouldn’t eat 
the carcasses. And it wasn’t only his livestock that was dying inexplicably—
other wildlife such as birds, deer, and rabbits were turning up dead in the 
area where Tennant lived, near Dry Run Creek. Tennant suspected they were 
being poisoned; the foamy green slime floating on top of the water in the 
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creek was the first hint. Despite his pleas to several government health agen-
cies, nobody took him seriously.

Using his own camcorder, he carefully documented the deaths of his 
cows, the internal organs he’d removed that looked like experiments in a 
pathology lab, and the deformities they’d suffered. Then he boxed up several 
dozen videotapes and notebooks full of records and, in October 1998, drove 
them to Cincinnati and handed them to Rob Bilott, an environmental attor-
ney. Bilott agreed to examine the evidence and get back to Tennant.22 At that 
moment, the cattle farmer had no idea he was signing up for a 20-plus-year 
battle with one of the largest and most successful companies in the world.

Bilott dug into the case. He learned that there was a DuPont plant in 
Parkersburg, West Virginia, about seven miles from Washington—where 
Tennant lived and farmed—that manufactured Teflon, the non-stick coating 
used on many household cooking products. Teflon was discovered in 1938 
but became commercially popular in the 1960s because of its various water-
resistant and stain-repellent applications, as well as for its ability to create 
non-stick cooking surfaces. The plant complex was enormous, about 35 
times the size of the Pentagon.23 Bilott soon discovered that Dry Run Creek, 
the offshoot of the Ohio River that Tennant’s livestock drank from, was full 
of C8, an industry name for perfluorooctanoic acid or PFOA, one of the 
main components of Teflon. DuPont had been dumping millions of pounds 
of the chemical into the river for years. Bilott also learned that chemists 
within DuPont had made several attempts to expose the plant’s actions and 
had been silenced.

DuPont never reported any of the chemists’ findings to the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), as was required. But within their own files, the 
company had scientific studies going back to the 1950s that showed the 
dangers of C8 and how it caused cancer in laboratory animals; by the late 
1980s, they had evidence it caused cancer in humans. Their files also contained 
internal reports urging that wastewater from the C8 manufacturing process 
should never be released into public water sources.

In the summer of 1999, Bilott, a passionate environmentalist and moved 
by the plight of the Washington-area citizens, filed a lawsuit against DuPont 
on Tennant’s behalf but was met with a quick setback. The veterinarians 
assigned to the investigation by the EPA and DuPont ruled that the deaths 
of Tennant’s livestock were caused by his poor “husbandry”—as their find-
ings claimed his cattle were undernourished, and had poor veterinary care 
and fly control.24 Additionally, DuPont was Parkersburg’s major employer, 
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and townspeople turned against the Tennants for suing the company that 
controlled their livelihoods. In the face of such dire circumstances, however, 
they persisted.

In 2017, after more than 15 years of comprehensive medical studies, a 
personal health crisis, and the deaths of the plaintiffs he sought remunera-
tion for, Bilott prevailed. His litigation efforts yielded more than $671 
million in damages for approximately 3,500 people. DuPont also settled 
with the EPA, agreeing to pay a mere $16.5 million fine for failure to 
disclose their findings about C8, a toxin that is now estimated to be present 
in 98 percent of the world’s population.25 In a Netflix documentary on the 
scandal, The Devil We Know, Ken Cook of the Environmental Working 
Group aptly muses, “I’m not sure what the appropriate penalty judgment is 
for contaminating humanity, but I’m pretty sure it’s more than $16.5 
million.”

While money can’t replace the lost lives and livelihoods in that corner of 
West Virginia, relieve the victims’ pain and suffering, or make up for the 
years of work by countless people, the outcome shows that when there is 
someone passionately committed to justice, no effort to cover up injustice is 
likely to prevail.

The battle to expose such corporate malfeasance prompted Bilott to write 
a book on the ordeal, Exposure: Poisoned water, corporate greed, and one 
lawyer’s twenty-year battle against DuPont. His story also inspired the 
major motion picture Dark Waters (Bilott is played by actor Mark Ruffalo) 
in addition to the Netflix documentary.

I spoke with Bilott to learn more about how such reprehensible behavior 
could have gone on for so long and what sustained his sense of justice over 
such a protracted and difficult legal battle. Here’s what he had to say:

Well, it’s a combination of things. I think back to the privilege of having met 

Mr. Tennant. He was somebody that was absolutely passionate about the fact 

something very wrong was happening. And there was no equivocation, no gray. 

There was a problem, it needed to be addressed, and we needed to get to the 

bottom of it. I guess that combined with my view that if people see the facts, 

they'll get it, they’ll understand it. Even when I took the deposition of the CEO, 

which is depicted in the movie, my goal there was show him the facts. I wanted 

him to see the reality of what was in his own files—that these things actually 

happened. That’s what has sustained me for the last several decades. If I can just 

get the facts out to people so they can see what I’m seeing in the documents, in 



TRUSTWORTHY DECISION MAKING 149

the medical studies, and in the science. Yet even in the face of hard facts, we saw 

folks standing up and saying that either this process was somehow flawed or 

rigged, or they disagreed with the results of the largest seven-year medical study 

of its kind, or that frankly none of it ever happened at all. That was amazing to 

me, that people could still be steeped in such denial despite the facts.

I pointedly asked Bilott why he felt the battle was so grueling, and what 
lessons corporate leaders should heed from the scandal. He offered a sober-
ing reflection in response:

DuPont was a company that had prided itself on being the science company. 

Its scientific reputation was renowned. They invented a lot of the scientific 

processes that the regulatory agencies used. DuPont obviously was around 

many years before the EPA even existed. The US EPA came into existence in 

1970. Haskell Labs had been in existence for decades before that, employing 

thousands of world-class scientists. In fact, the Haskell Labs helped invent 

the field of toxicology—how you go about sampling animals and how you 

conduct tests and properly interpret them. So, when the EPA is set up, DuPont 

is looked to almost as a mentor, training the scientists at the agency. That hubris 

permeated throughout the entire journey: “We are the science company.” They 

simply thought, “And how could what we say about the science be questioned?” 

To have ordinary folks questioning the conclusions that their scientists were 

making, or that their people interpreting their scientists were making, was just 

incomprehensible to them. They believed, “We invented this field. How dare you 

suggest that we’re not interpreting this correctly.” When you create the standards, 

the tests and the whole system by which these things are judged, it’s very difficult 

to have outside parties telling you you’re not seeing things correctly.

But over time, DuPont’s initial separation of science from the business begins 

to blur, and suddenly science is being done only as a driver of business interests. 

Science for science’s sake cedes priority to what’s best for the bottom line. So, 

studies that could show a bad result are no longer conducted.

That level of success and arrogance stops people from being willing to listen. 

DuPont’s own lawyers warned them about how weak their case was in an 

email expressing their frustrations, but they simply refused to listen. It sounds 

simplistic, but leaders just have to be willing to listen to people with an open 

mind and not in the context of some self-created construct in which the data 

has to fit like a predetermined peg in a hole, and if it doesn’t, you don’t pay 

attention to it. You’ve got to be willing to reassess an entire situation—even 

everything you believe—if you need to.
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You’ve got to have leaders who aren’t personally invested in maintaining 

systems that must always be “that” way. Leaders who exert a “This is the 

way we do it” mentality are setting themselves up for risk. If a leader isn’t 

approaching complex problems with a “Maybe there’s a different way we ought 

to be looking at it” mentality, that’s when you have reason to be concerned. 

Your refusal to look at the facts right in front of you tells people not to bring 

you data that contradicts what you already believe. And when that happens, 

you should be very concerned.

This story shows that if a single cattle farmer in West Virginia can get his 
voice and data heard, anyone willing to speak up can change things, even if 
it may take a painfully long time. Bilott’s sense of justice and passion to 
make a difference, his long perseverance against enormous resistance, is an 
example all leaders can follow.

That’s not the only important lesson to take from this story. DuPont’s 
track record of reckless harm wasn’t isolated to Teflon, and their widespread 
negligence, harm, and fines resulting from numerous violations over the 
years are well documented.26 Today, it has all but disappeared as a company, 
broken up with its pieces acquired by various other corporations, and one 
small division retaining the DuPont brand. The legacy of this once-hallowed 
company has been forever stained by the damage they’ve done to the world.

Patagonia and DuPont represent polar opposites on the spectrum of 
transparent governance. Your organization likely resides somewhere 
between the two. If you detect any hints of DuPont’s hubris or denial and 
find yourself minimizing the risk by comparison—“Oh, we could never do 
anything as scandalous as that”—you’ve already started down the slippery 
slope. None of us is immune to DuPont’s denial. In fact, our success is the 
greatest blinder to our fallibility: the more certain you are of your convic-
tions, the more you should open them to the scrutiny of others.

Transparent governance means more than providing visibility into how 
decisions are made. Transparency requires clarity, agility, and empathy, 
which when combined create the credibility behind decisions, enabling them 
to be executed with confidence across an organization. So how do you 
design decision-making systems that provide clarity on where people’s 
authority starts and stops, the agility to invite multiple, even competing, 
viewpoints to the table, and enough empathy to ensure decisions can be 
communicated in ways that build ownership among those impacted by 
them? Many people, literally or metaphorically, shake their fists at the sky in 
frustration at the painful absence of these seemingly basic things.
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But you might be surprised to learn just how much control you have over 
creating them.

Clarity: Know What, Who, and How Much

The data suggest we have plenty of room to improve in the governance 
department. For example, a 2011 McKinsey global study of 2,207 execu-
tives found that only 28 percent of respondents believed their company 
made good strategic decisions more frequently than bad ones, 60 percent 
thought that good decisions were made about as frequently as bad ones, and 
12 percent thought that good decisions were altogether infrequent.27

If our meetings are any indication of our decision-making abilities, these 
statistics should hardly come as a surprise. Despite the fact that we spend 
$37 billion annually on meetings, and spend more than a third of our work 
time in them, according to one 2014 study by Meeting King, 47 percent of 
people consider them the biggest waste of their time, as evidenced by that 
fact that 70 percent of people bring other work to do during them and 39 
percent report dozing off during them.28

Fortunately, there is a way out of this mess through—you guessed it—
clarity and honesty. The McKinsey study noted just above found that an 
effective decision process that rooted out bias and engaged people in honest 
conversation was the primary factor in improving decision quality, not an 
improved analysis of the data. To get that outcome takes a meticulous design 
process. To choreograph and synchronize the countless decision pathways 
into a cohesive, transparent, and functional set of decision-making processes 
requires effort. But as we’ve discussed, the results of not doing so can be 
disastrous. The good news is that a little progress here goes a long way. Our 
statistical models show that even a 23 percent improvement in governance 
effectiveness, as evidenced by widespread understanding of how decisions 
are made and by whom, yields a 10 percent improvement in honesty behav-
iors. Here’s how to get started.

The first step in designing effective governance is to identify what deci-
sions are actually being made within the organization you lead. When I 
work with clients to define healthy governance, I start by sorting decision 
making into three categories:

●● Corporate decisions include setting a vision and direction for the company, 
appointing top leaders, defining company values and culture, and managing 
the company’s external reputation.
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●● Strategic decisions include decisions about investments the company will 
make, which customers it will serve, capital expenditures such as technology 
or new facilities, and setting corporate policies that all employees must 
comply with.

●● Operational decisions include setting budgets, developing and launching 
products, talent management (hiring, firing, promoting and developing 
people), and measuring and monitoring performance.

You may choose different decision categories than the ones I’ve suggested 
depending on the size and maturity of your company, department, or team. 
The key is having some way to sort the types of decisions being made to 
ensure they are being made by the right people, which is the next step.

Next, it’s important to know which voices need to be around the table 
when decisions are being made. We’ve all been in meetings that were over-
crowded with too many spectators and nothing was accomplished. And 
we’ve also been in meetings where key players were missing when a decision 
was made, resulting in endless rework and doubling back to bring them up 
to speed. Decision rights must be distributed thoughtfully to ensure every-
one involved in decision making is clear on the boundaries of their 
departments and roles.

There are two tasks that will help you decide where to locate decision 
rights. First, determine at what level of the organization decisions should be 
located. At the enterprise level, locate decisions that need to be made 
centrally, making them consistent across the organization. At the depart-
ment or business unit level, put decisions that must be discretely made for 
functions or geographies. And finally, at the local or individual level, locate 
decisions that must be preserved for the uniqueness of individuals, teams, or 
special needs of employees or customers. If your company is serious about 
empowerment, this is what’s required.

Second, clarify at which seams decisions are made. Many decisions 
require cross-functional participation. At the intersection of marketing, 
sales, R&D and manufacturing, for example, might be a need to coordinate 
innovation or product launch decisions. If the organization is in high-growth 
mode, there may be a need for a cross-functional talent council to ensure 
key talent is onboarded and retained. The key is to make cross-functional 
decision making as seamless and efficient as possible.

Once these two tasks are completed, the next thing you have to do is 
make sure each group that meets regularly is chartered with a specific 
purpose, clearly spelling out their degree of authority and resources. In one 
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multinational company I worked with, the executive team, the business unit 
(BU) teams, the regional teams, and the country teams were painfully dupli-
cating successive levels of work. Everything from P&L management to key 
hiring decisions to customer relationship management was being replicated 
in ways that caused angry confusion and turned meetings into war zones. 
Representatives from each group spent excessive time complaining about 
how one of the other groups was doing things that undermined what they 
believed was theirs to do. In a holistic redesign, each level was chartered to 
focus on the work it could uniquely execute. Strategy and priorities were set 
at the executive team level. Talent, customer segmentation, and marketing 
were given to the BU teams to focus on. Regional- and country-level teams 
focused on P&Ls, customer relationship management, and geography-
specific priorities. Each of their respective meeting agendas was shaped 
exclusively by those focus areas, and all the requisite decision rights and 
resources were allocated accordingly. Agendas were published weeks in 
advance, and anything falling outside these areas was excluded.

When it comes to effective governance design, as you can see, the devil’s 
in the details. But if you want to synchronize your organization, take the 
time to do the work. It’s a pay-now or pay-later proposition. Put in the work 
upfront or live with the resulting frustrations and churn. Once you have 
clarity behind your governance, you can then make sure your decision 
systems are integrated across the organization.29

Agility: Synchronize and Flex

Once you’ve identified which groups have the authority and resources to 
make which decisions, the next step is to link them to ensure effective coor-
dination. None of these groups is making decisions in a vacuum, and many 
rely on each other to execute decisions. There are two types of linkages that 
need to be created.

First, meeting cadences must be established to create a predictable rhythm 
for the business. Teams governing near-term priorities will need to meet 
more frequently for shorter durations of time, while those focused on longer-
term priorities should meet less often for longer durations of time. Some 
companies choose to schedule standing meetings on the same day of the 
week to tighten synchronization. Creating an annual governance calendar 
on which meetings across the organization are published helps everyone 
understand which decisions are being made when and by whom. In the 
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multinational company, the cadence of meetings was choreographed to keep 
each level appropriately linked and informed. Each group met monthly for 
two hours; the executive team on the first Monday of the month, the BU on 
the second Monday, regions on the third Monday, and countries on the 
fourth Monday. Any inputs or outputs from one to the other were immedi-
ately sent so that each group maintained their focus, and any decisions made 
by one with implications for others were quickly made known. This also 
allowed each team to keep their respective groups up to speed on progress, 
shifts in priorities, and the work of their counterparts.

Second, identify the needed information linkages that connect governing 
groups within an organization. Each group has a predictable set of informa-
tion flowing into their meeting, and a defined set of decisions and conclusions 
coming out. Those inputs and outputs provide critical information to other 
decision-making groups. Defining how information moves between groups, 
by whom, and in what time frame ensures that the organization stays 
aligned, avoiding confusion and conflicts. Information linkages include 
things like group members acting as liaisons to other groups, succinct post-
meeting updates sent to those who rely on that information, and online 
portals where real-time decisions and meeting minutes are posted. Keeping 
governing groups linked through shared calendars and technology that 
fosters transparency ensures the entire organization understands where 
decisions are made and the rationale behind them.30

Lastly, you need to build in a wide range of flexibility for what happens 
in the room when these groups meet. As I mentioned early in this chapter, if 
conversations are nothing more than orchestrated theater, you will perpetu-
ate a culture in which people believe the only reliable source of honest 
information is outside the room, with the implicit belief that what happens 
in the room can’t be trusted.

One CEO I worked with counteracted this risk by insisting his team bring 
“dueling fact bases” into the room when making complex decisions. He 
intentionally assigned people to build data-based counterarguments to any 
viewpoint being considered. Since he knows people are adept at making 
facts tell whatever story they want, he decided to make sure it happened in 
front of everyone rather than hidden behind closed doors in backroom deals 
made among team members. His gamble worked: the team grew more 
comfortable with passionately (and respectfully) debating conflicting view-
points and reaching decisions they could all get behind. These exercises also 
helped diminish the risk and presence of chronic certainty, something many 
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organizational cultures inadvertently encourage, especially among leaders 
advocating for or defending particular decisions or initiatives.

Does your culture prize assertive convictions? Is decision making 
perceived to be competitive? Do people feel as though appearing uncertain 
about their views will be perceived as weak? Processes like strategic plan-
ning, budgeting, and talent management can unintentionally create a false 
sense of prestige if people perceive others might gain something they won’t. 
In such environments, the need to appear certain becomes a matter of 
survival. Research on competitive workplaces shows that when people feel 
anxious about competitive processes, they are more likely to behave unethi-
cally, and may embellish arguments to get their way.31

Empathy: Overcommunicate and Listen

Jacinda Ardern’s story offers a masterclass in empathically communicating 
difficult information. She clearly considered her various audiences, tailored 
her messaging to each, and delivered consistent, repeatable messages that 
people could absorb. Her empathic and authentic style made her credible.

When it’s your turn to be the bearer of difficult news, or even just an 
important decision, be sure that you consider every potential interpretation 
your audiences may have. What will people respond positively to? What will 
concern or anger them? Where is there potential for misinterpretation, and 
what can be done to avoid it? What messages are you most anxious about 
delivering, and how might they cause you to soft-pedal difficult information 
to avoid agitating others? Where are you using your own discomfort with 
the decisions you’ve made to justify stalling, lessen the brunt of the decision, 
or avoid conflict? Are you feeling guilty for making the decision too late or 
ignoring information that could have kept a problem from getting worse? If 
any of this happens, own it. If need be, apologize. Your honesty will buy you 
far more credibility than softening the blow will provide comfort. People 
will see right through your veneer.

Once you’ve communicated effectively, the most important thing to do 
next is listen. It’s astounding how many leaders feel so much relief after 
communicating complex decisions that they assume their work is done. It’s 
just beginning. Leaders mistakenly assume that conveying the message is the 
communication. But it’s not “communication” until you are certain people 
have understood it. That requires you to listen to how they’ve interpreted it. 
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You need to engage in active conversations with your various audiences 
without getting defensive or dismissive, all the while listening to their frus-
trations, irrational interpretations, and unreasonable requests, so they can 
be confident you’ve heard them. You are not required to agree with what 
they say, grant what they ask for, or indulge their belligerence. But you are 
required to understand and empathize with it.

Seem like a lot to handle? Well, you’re right. Designing organizational 
governance with clarity, agility, and empathy is no small task. Whether you 
lead a department of 20 or a company of 20,000, the spate of daily decisions 
and standing meetings you face can be exacting.

But there’s no need to lose hope. By ensuring that those involved in 
making decisions are representing independent and honest viewpoints (vs. 
“groupthink” where everyone conforms to a common view), feel free to 
engage in spirited dissent, and have equal access to the same data sources 
and freely share that data, governance quality can significantly improve.32

In the next chapter, we’ll dig deeper into creating a process that incorpo-
rates all of these actions. In particular, we’ll look at the importance of 
psychological safety and how you can use it to foster a culture of “voice” in 
which people feel confident in bringing their full views and best ideas 
forward.

Get Busy: Make Your Decision Making Transparent

Ask for Feedback

If you host or participate in any standing meetings in which decision making 
occurs, you need a report card on how well you are doing. Using a simple, 
anonymous survey tool, ask regular participants to assess your process for:

Clarity – does everyone clearly understand your charter, decision rights, and 
authority?

Agility – are people freely sharing differing viewpoints and candidly disagreeing 
with one another, and is your group appropriately synchronized to other 
decision-making groups to ensure effective coordination?

Empathy – does your team effectively communicate decisions with empathy 
and then engage and listen to how those affected interpret your decisions?
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Practice Dissent

Unless your team is of a rare breed, it’s likely that there are times when 
people are withholding feedback, conforming with decisions they don’t fully 
support, or avoiding conflict with vague doublespeak or passive-aggressive 
statements that feign agreement while inferring reluctance. Dialogical prac-
tices are difficult to master and need intentional practice. As an experiment, 
during your next meeting, take note of how often people speak in declara-
tive sentences, and how often you drift from topic to topic, vs. how often 
people ask engaging questions to better understand another’s views, or how 
often people offer conflicting ideas. If you want to foster dissent, set aside 
time to practice dissenting. Bring in fictitious but plausible scenarios with no 
clear answer and allow your team to “rehearse the future” by engaging in a 
debate. Bring in an outside facilitator to coach your team in improving their 
discussion skills.

Purge the Clutter

Deeply scrutinize your meeting agendas and composition to ensure the right 
content and voices are there. Has the meeting membership become bloated? 
Do people come with their own agendas? Are you just using the meeting for 
show-and-tell updates that could be accomplished another way? Do the 
topics on the agenda represent unique decisions and issues that only this 
group can address while together? If you have too many of the wrong people 
and too much of the wrong content, blow up the meeting and start over. 
Trust me, nobody is going to balk. Ask yourself, “If this group stopped meet-
ing tomorrow, who besides us would care?” If you can’t answer within 15 
seconds, you know what you have to do.33

Be Honest About What Information You Share and Why

Take stock of your own transparency with respect to your team. Do you 
share some information more freely than others? Do you share it with some 
people more than others? If so, are you conscious of the biases or fears shap-
ing your choice to withhold? What would happen if you were more evenly 
transparent with what and with whom you shared information? Is there 
some information for which the idea of sharing it makes you anxious? You 
need to uncover your own biases that limit your personal transparency if 
you want to improve it for your team and organization.
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Dissect Your Decision Processes

Be intentional about what approaches you use for specific types of decisions 
with your team. What decisions require greater levels of inclusion? For 
which will you seek consensus? What types of decisions do you declare and 
expect your team to execute? For which do you ask for input before you 
decide? What decisions do you delegate and why? If your team doesn’t have 
a clear sense of what decisions are treated with what approaches, you may 
inadvertently be confusing them and having them leave meetings uncertain 
about what decision was made, by whom, and what’s expected of them. 
Make an inventory of all the decisions/decision types you and your team 
make, and for each, determine the best approach and stick to it.

Now that we’ve looked at how to improve decision-making processes in 
your organization and make them more transparent, let’s zero in on how to 
foster an environment where you and those you lead feel safe enough to 
bring their full voice, heart, and mind to the table.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

●● Dysfunction in decision processes poses a threat to organizational 

effectiveness. Research has found that if governance is seen as lacking 

healthy transparency, people are three and a half times more likely to have 

people lie or, without the truth, act unfairly toward others, and put their 

own needs above the organization’s.

●● Transparency can help organizations navigate the most disastrous of 

situations, the way Patagonia was able to navigate their shift to using only 

organic cotton in their clothing once they learned how toxic traditional 

milled cotton was.

●● Transparent governance is more than just providing visibility into how 

decisions are made; it also includes clarity, agility, and empathy which, when 

combined, create the credibility behind decisions that can be executed with 

confidence across the organization.

●● Designing decision-making systems should include: (1) clarity for people to 

know the boundaries of their authority; (2) the agility to invite multiple 

viewpoints to the table; and (3) sufficient empathy to ensure decisions can 

be communicated in ways that build ownership among those impacted.
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07

Cultivate Spirited Voices 
and Welcoming Minds

Set your intention: How can I better welcome 
disagreement, hard feedback, and unconventional ideas?

Hope From a Bigger Story

Michael Abraham Shadid was born in 1882 in what is now known as 
Lebanon. He was the twelfth child born to his poverty-stricken parents; nine 
of his eleven siblings died of dysentery caused by contaminated food and 
poor hygiene. A few months after his birth, his father died, leaving his 
mother a one-room house, two mules, and the equivalent of about US 
$1,000, which lasted the family 10 years.1 In 1893 his mother moved their 
family to Beirut, where he received a scholarship to the Syrian Protestant 
College (later the American University of Beirut). His dream of a better life 
for his family had begun to form.

Shadid knew of the college because Dr. George Post, a physician from the 
college, occasionally visited Shadid’s village to treat the poor, sparking his 
desire to study medicine. In 1898, he and his sister moved to the United 
States and peddled jewelry for four years, earning enough money to pay his 
way through medical school. Within two years they sent for their mother 
and brother to join them.2 Despite several family financial setbacks, Shadid 
entered Washington University medical school in St. Louis in 1903.

Shadid’s early life experience of poverty and not having access to quality 
medical care shaped his values as he trained to become a doctor. In his auto-
biography, he reflects, “Among my earliest memories... are many that have to 
do with poverty. Why was I barefoot? Why were my clothes shabby and my 
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lunch meager compared with that of other children? Why was my mother 
menial?”3 These values, so strongly implanted, would stay with him as he 
began to build a practice of his own.

Shadid continued his medical training beyond Washington University, 
and eventually settled in rural Oklahoma to practice. For the next 20 years, 
Shadid became the veritable horse-and-buggy country doctor. He traveled 
from town to town, performing surgeries by candlelight. He trekked through 
dust storms and blizzards to reach ramshackle shanties occupied by poor 
farmers and their families. They were dying from preventable ailments like 
ruptured appendixes, and their wives and children were helpless against the 
havoc wrought by pneumonia, diabetes, and tuberculosis. By his own esti-
mation, he delivered more than 3,000 babies. He was appalled to discover 
the lack of access to quality medical care, and even more disheartened by the 
frequency with which he saw farmers sell their entire group of livestock, 
sacrifice their crops, or even lose their homes just to pay for medical treat-
ments. And he was deeply troubled by how frequently he saw fellow doctors 
exploiting these farmers’ vulnerabilities by pushing for unnecessary surger-
ies and treatments just to bolster their fees. “While he was a physician’s 
assistant, Shadid had watched an incompetent but greedy practitioner 
butcher an old man’s extended bladder, improvise stomach surgery on a 
patient suffering from an ulcer and bungle a hysterectomy—all in one night. 
All three patients died.”4

Around this time, Shadid had become fascinated by the farming commu-
nity’s natural ability to collaborate to form agricultural cooperatives. Several 
farming groups near him coalesced in 1906 as the Oklahoma Farmers’ 
Union, which earned financial capital for farmers through group-owned 
entities such as cotton gins or wheat elevators, thereby sharing the burden 
of rising farm equipment costs. Shadid wondered if a similar cooperative 
model could be applied to healthcare.

In October 1929, as the country was on the brink of financial collapse, 
Shadid called together a group of farmers in the basement of the Carnegie 
Library in Elk City, Oklahoma. There he presented a plan for improving the 
quality of available healthcare by sharing the costs through a cooperative 
like the ones they’d created in their farming operations. Because he framed 
his proposal through a model they already understood, the farmers were 
predisposed to trust him. He told the farmers that if 2,000 people invested 
$50 per share as an annual fee, something they could afford, they would 
have enough money to build and furnish a community hospital in Elk City, 
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staff it with specialists, and offer quality medical services at a significant 
discount. He offered payment plans to allow cash-strapped farmers to opt 
in. By May of 1930, Shadid had sold 700 memberships, and construction on 
the Elk City community hospital began.

The threatened reaction from the traditional medical community was 
predictably swift. They spread rumors that Shadid’s plan was a scam and 
took out ads in newspapers claiming that the hospital would inevitably go 
bankrupt and that the quality of care would be inferior. They made viciously 
racist public comments about him, and there were even threats on his life. 
Some professional medical associations even tried to revoke his license to 
practice medicine.5 But Shadid was undeterred, despite having to pause 
construction on the hospital due to the controversy it was stoking. Rather 
than focusing on refuting the naysayers, Shadid patiently but tenaciously 
focused on the farmers—the patients—he so deeply cared for. In August of 
1931, the hospital opened its doors, and 3,000 members of the community 
attended the ribbon-cutting ceremony.6 For the next 10 years, doctors and 
officials from all over the country came to witness the success of the hospi-
tal. Newspapers wrote stories about its impact on the farming community.

In the hospital’s early years—which occurred during the Dust Bowl era 
and the Depression—Oklahomans suffered as drought and other weather 
conditions ruined crops and killed livestock. As always, patients struggled to 
pay their membership fees and medical bills. But Shadid persevered and 
continued to enroll new members. Between 1934 and 1949, the hospital was 
expanded seven times, and from 1932 to 1937 surgical procedures rose 
from 121 to more than 1,000. By 1949, there were more than 2,500 
members. It was clear: Shadid’s progressive model of cooperative health was 
succeeding, even in the face of enormous adversity. In 1943, Dr Paul de 
Kruif, a prominent physician, wrote about Shadid, “Courageously, resource-
fully, Dr. Shadid and these Oklahomans have pioneered a way to beat our 
shortage of country doctors. They have proved that even a poor community 
can build its hospital, pay for it, and hire a staff of competent physicians and 
surgeons… made possible by prepaid group practice—the country medicine 
of tomorrow.”7

In hopes of spreading the co-op model further, Shadid traveled to many 
states to educate interested communities on the basic principles and benefits 
of the model: 1) lowering medical costs for patients; 2) staffing hospitals 
with salaried physicians, incentivizing quality care without unnecessary 
medical procedures; and 3) prepayment, encouraging patients to seek care 
early and preventatively.
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Shadid’s pioneering work set the stage for future co-op organizations like the 
Group Health Association in Washington DC, the Kaiser Foundation Medical 
Care plan, and the Group Health Cooperative of Puget Sound. The Elk City 
Community hospital’s legacy remains vibrant and continues to be carried out 
by its successor, the Great Plains Regional Medical Center in Elk City.8

While Shadid’s efforts took place at a very particular time and within a 
specific field (medicine), his story offers universal lessons to anyone, and any 
organization, striving to make meaningful change. Every day, organizations 
face dilemmas they have attempted to resolve multiple times with conven-
tional solutions that repeatedly fall short. We have to wonder, then, how 
many Michael Shadids are roaming the hallways of our organizations, 
attempting to have their novel ideas heard, or worse, have given up trying? 
Rather than acquiescing to the irritating squeaky wheels or dominating 
voices, what if we actively sought out the voices of our Shadids: voices with 
thoughtful and, yes, unorthodox ideas, measured approaches rooted in 
sound convictions, and the resilience to see their ideas through. Of the many 
exemplary ways Shadid used his voice and wisdom, one of the wisest was 
not wasting his time merely speaking against established medical practices. 
Instead, Shadid focused his passion and talents on speaking for patients, 
advocating for ways to improve the quality of their lives.

What if our organizations had more voices like that?

Cultivating a Culture of Spirited Voice

The concept of employee voice, the behavioral science term for the condi-
tions under which people in organizations will readily speak their minds 
about problems like misconduct, someone’s bad behavior, or impending 
problems, as well as freely offer ideas, has been the subject of research for 
decades. Most of the research has focused on dissecting horrific disasters 
that could have been averted had someone spoken up or, if someone did 
speak up, someone had actually listened. These include catastrophes like the 
Challenger Space Shuttle in 1986 and the Columbia in 2003, which were the 
result of known issues that had been raised and dismissed within NASA.9 Or 
BP’s Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010, the result 
of “systemic and known failures” and to date one of the worst environmen-
tal disasters in history.10 The recent groundings of 387 of Boeing’s 737 Max 
airplanes due to mechanical issues, beginning in 2019, is another example. 
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Although qualified test pilots and the company’s own engineers raised red 
flags about the new generation planes, their warnings were ignored by 
Boeing until two fatal crashes occurred.11

In each of the above cases, those in a position to act upon what they knew 
and prevent disaster chose not to. Was the way the information was brought 
forward ineffective? Or were leaders so driven to achieve their goal that they 
denied the potential consequences? These are the questions we’ll probe in 
the rest of the chapter. Because as is too often the case within our organiza-
tions, somewhere between the offering and reception of employee voice, 
things broke down, with tragic consequences.

An alternative to silence is the concept of “speaking truth to power.” 
A  tried-and-true ideal of activist, political, and human rights groups, the 
idea describes courageous citizens delivering harsh and/or inconvenient 
truths to political leaders about things in need of change that they may be 
blind to, perhaps willfully. The term itself is attributed to the Quakers in 
their book Speak Truth to Power: A Quaker search for an alternative to 
violence published in the 1950s, though there are countless examples of this 
behavior throughout history. But sadly, the stories of those speaking truth to 
power often have horrendous endings—people sacrificing careers, reputa-
tions, and even their lives in an attempt to draw attention to injustice, 
misconduct, and even criminal misdeeds only to have those in power retali-
ate, dismissing or deflecting their newly spotlighted bad behavior.

When you see voices emerging en masse, however, safety in numbers can 
result, and things can sometimes improve. Consider the power of the recent 
#MeToo movement where women’s voices revealing prolonged sexual abuse 
have brought down Hollywood, industrial, and political titans. In Czecho
slovakia in 1989, the negotiations and protests of groups made up largely of 
students forced a peaceful transition of power from a single-party commu-
nist regime to Czechoslovakia’s first non-communist government in four 
decades, and in just under six weeks, an event known as the Gentle 
Revolution. But under many circumstances mass activism, especially within 
organizations, is less effective, and frankly, shouldn’t be necessary if we are 
designing governance systems that invite the spirited voices and views of 
those within our organizations.

As we discussed in the last chapter, our organization’s governance systems 
gather countless employees every day into meetings on video screens or in 
conference rooms to solve problems, share ideas, learn new concepts, make 
critical decisions, and exchange important information. If you hope to create 
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governance systems in which people show up to these conversations with 
their whole voice and bring you their best ideas, critiques, challenges, and 
warnings, then you have to start by creating an environment in which people 
freely have spirited exchanges up and down the hierarchy and across organ-
izational boundaries. It’s important to always remember, however, that at 
the other end of those spirited exchanges, welcoming minds and hearts must 
be waiting. That doesn’t mean agreement or acquiescence—it means open-
ness. Your job as a leader is to de-risk truth telling so that people don’t fear 
the implications of doing it. Without those two foundations in place, even 
the best-designed decision-making governance will fail.

The most-cited reasons for employees not speaking up are a fear of retri-
bution and a sense of futility. When weighing the cost of speaking up, 
employees consider the questions “What are the risks to my career or well-
being if I speak up?” and “Why should I bother if nobody’s really going to 
care?”12 Sadly, the answers are usually not encouraging—for them or for 
you, their leader. Employees fear being labeled, retaliated against in some 
form, ostracized, or worse. All of these concerns are rooted in a loss of a 
strong sense of belonging. If a relationship or status within their community 
feels like it’s at risk, people are far less likely to bring their true voice. Your 
job is to take away that risk.

Not surprisingly, if an organization with poor communication and rela-
tionships hits a major setback, the natural fragmentation will intensify, 
heightening the risk of ruptured community. In my interview with the social 
psychologist Jonathan Haidt, whom you met in the foreword, he offered 
this perspective on humans’ ability to both cooperate and to pull apart:

I take the view that in a way, we’re all living way above our design constraints. 

That is, we’re a species that evolved to live in groups of maybe 30 to 150 at 

most. We’re tribal. We’re really good at groupish stuff. That’s why we will 

always have conflict and war, but it also means that we can cooperate with 

people that are not our kin. No other animal can cooperate in large groups that 

are not siblings. It’s quite miraculous.

Our tribalism has both its good and bad sides. When times are good, when 

we don’t feel threatened, tribes are actually quite open. Real tribes are interested 

in trade, in exchange, in alliances and working together.

At the first sign of threat, though, we retreat and form a defensive wall. 

When it feels like, “Hey, the future is great, there’s plenty for everyone,” then 

tribalism isn’t much of a problem. But when you feel like, “The hammer’s 

coming down, the market is crashing or the regulators are coming in on us,” 
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suddenly people get defensive in their tribes. Thucydides, in fifth-century BC, 

during a time of war when nobody could trust anyone, said something like, 

“The ability to see multiple perspectives on a problem rendered a man unfit for 

action.” It’s as if he says to his troops, “If you are thoughtful, get away from me 

because we need you to be committed. Just do what has to be done. Don’t think. 

Don’t complicate things with nuance.” This is how our tribes become when they 

close ranks.

You have to see our minds as really operating on a dimension of open versus 

closed. There are certain things that make us open and then we’re brilliant and 

cooperative, and there are certain things that make us closed. The more things 

feel threatening, the more closed we are.

Getting people to be open and cooperative and tell the truth is hard enough 
under routine conditions. But when things get rough, you can expect people 
to reflexively shut down. This is a big problem in a world defined by contin-
uous change and technological disruption. Here’s an inspiring story about a 
company facing major challenges that figured out how to beat the odds.

Guidant Corporation, now a division of Boston Scientific and Abbott 
Labs, offers an illuminating example of an organization that went from 
communicating poorly to one making employee voice an integral part of its 
culture. This story begins in 1993, when Ginger Graham was named 
President and CEO of Advanced Cardiovascular Systems (ACS), then a divi-
sion of Eli Lilly, and spun out as Guidant Corporation in 1994. When she 
took over, performance was declining and divisional warfare among key 
groups was at an all-time high. R&D and manufacturing weren’t even talk-
ing to each other. Management had broken many promises and morale 
couldn’t have been lower. She was the company’s fourth CEO in five years.

Shortly after Graham’s hiring, she was tasked with addressing the US 
salesforce who, like so many others at the company, were deeply unhappy. 
She knew the people she was about to address didn’t trust her, and by all 
accounts had no reason to. She decided that rather than trying to rally them, 
they needed to hear the truth from her: despite ACS’s impressive history of 
innovation and reputation as one of the crown jewels in the medical device 
industry, this was not the same company. And everyone knew it. Her words 
shook the room. “I’ve always heard about what a wonderful company ACS 
is, but frankly, that’s not what I see,” she began. “What I see is deteriorating 
morale, disillusioned customers, and finger pointing. I see a place where 
R&D and manufacturing are practically at war. You folks in sales blame 
manufacturing. R&D blames marketing. We’re all so busy blaming each 
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other that nothing gets done. No wonder our customers are furious with 
us.”13 Believe it or not, the tough medicine worked. Once she realized her 
audience was relieved to know that she was willing to admit the truth, she 
realized she had earned their goodwill, at least for the time being. She took 
advantage of the moment, committing herself to “create a culture that would 
allow everyone in the company to feel free to tell the truth, from top manag-
ers to the people on the loading dock.”14

Graham was aware of how information starved the company was, and 
how employees had almost no visibility into what was going on up and 
down the hierarchy. She notes in her Harvard Business Review article about 
such environments:

People left in the dark fill the void with their own—mostly negative—

interpretations of events. They point fingers at whoever they perceive is at 

fault—usually management. They fear they’ll be blamed for whatever is wrong. 

Because no one feels free to talk about what’s happening, the culture becomes 

poisoned with speculation, blame shifting, and self-protective behavior.15

Knowing how frustrated employees were with the poor communication 
they’d been receiving from management, and realizing the futility of an 
expensive study asking them for even more feedback about their frustra-
tions (which nobody believed would be acted upon, anyway), she decided 
radical action was needed to reverse things quickly. Every executive at 
Guidant was assigned a coach… not a superior, but a rank-and-file employee. 
These coaches were trained to collect and offer candid feedback and 
expected to gather and deliver it to their assigned executive about the acces-
sibility, clarity, and reliability of their communications, credibility of their 
decisions, and their ability to listen to and act upon the concerns of employ-
ees. The coaches gathered this information throughout the year, and then 
brought that feedback to their executive during their regularly scheduled 
meetings. Executives’ behavior changed quickly as they received actional 
feedback on how employees in the organization experienced it.

At first the coaches delivered anonymous feedback. But as trust grew 
between management and employees, open conversations about financial 
performance, product development progress, and where things were succeed-
ing and where they were falling short became more common. In town hall-
style meetings of large groups of employees, progress against company goals 
was openly discussed. When a goal was missed, it was discussed until employ-
ees understood why it had been missed, what could be learned from the 
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shortfall, and what needed to be done to course correct. All questions were 
welcomed at these meetings, any concern was fair game, and even feedback 
for management was invited. When problems were brought up outside of 
meetings, Graham directed managers to make a direct appeal: tell employees 
what the situation is, what needs to happen, and ask them to help.

That’s not all Graham did to embed a culture of honesty among Guidant 
employees at every level. In her decade as CEO, storytelling became another 
key part of her approach. Like elders sitting around a fire, stories of great 
truth telling were passed along from executives to successive generations of 
employees, especially new employees, to propagate the culture they wanted 
to sustain.

To solidify her executives’ comfort with feedback and vulnerability, she 
instituted a personal feedback process among her team that put each leader 
on the “hot seat.” While they were on it, the rest of their team would offer 
the leader feedback on one area they could improve on and some sugges-
tions for how. This kept executives humble, open, and constantly reminded 
of their need to own their shortcomings before they’d have the right to ask 
the organization to own theirs.

The results of Graham’s unorthodox but powerful approach speak for 
themselves. During her tenure, Guidant grew exponentially, with market 
share and margins rising along with retention and morale. Innovation 
exploded, with dramatic breakthroughs in the cardiovascular device field. 
The company grew from $300 million in 1994 to $2.7 billion in 2001, and 
to more than 10,000 employees.

Since then, Guidant has certainly had its share of new setbacks. But the 
decade of transformation under Graham’s leadership provides a blueprint for 
cultivating a culture of voice with leaders who welcome those voices: flip the 
hierarchy so that executives are being coached by employees, tell employees 
the whole truth (even the parts you think they can’t “handle”) and ask for their 
help solving problems, honor truth tellers in stories and rituals, and hold your-
self accountable to honesty through truly open forums and ongoing feedback.

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

If you had been coaching Graham, how would you have advised her to handle 

the situation she inherited? If you had been on her team, how might you have 

responded to her radical approach? Is there anything from her story you would 

want to emulate?
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Now that we’ve looked at what fostering spirited voices looks like in action, let’s 
break down two of the key factors needed to make it happen: safety and skill.

Spirited Voices Are Nurtured in Safety

The concept of employee voice has a built-in paradox: the onus is on the 
voice to speak up, while those with the power to effect change are the listen-
ers (and not always willing ones). The irony of hierarchy is that those with 
the least amount of authority are in the greatest position to spot opportuni-
ties or oncoming problems.

Amy Edmondson, whose thoughts on failure we initially discussed in 
Chapter 5, has been a pioneer in the field of psychological safety—creating 
the conditions under which people will feel free to speak their minds, raise 
concerns, share risky ideas, and offer candid feedback when things are off 
course or someone’s behavior is unacceptable. An environment of psycho-
logical safety is a foundational ingredient to creating cultures of honesty. In 
each of the four findings I uncovered in my research for this book (clarity in 
identity, justice in accountability, transparency in governance, and unity 
across the organization), psychological safety was one of the factors we 
specifically studied to understand the role it played in each. It accounted for 
between 20 percent and 35 percent of each dimension’s impact on truth tell-
ing, acting fairly, and serving a greater purpose. In other words, without 
psychological safety, you are amplifying your risk of lying, cheating, and 
self-interest by that much more. Edmondson’s initial interest in the topic 
stemmed from her curiosity about how organizations learn things—or don’t. 
“The whole idea was, in today’s fast-paced, constantly changing world, 
organizations need to learn,” she told me. “But they can’t learn if they don’t 
have access to their own data, experience and ideas. And so, if people aren’t 
willing to speak up, especially around sensitive or subpar performance, then 
there is no way the organization can learn.”

One issue, Edmondson notes, is that many people misunderstand what 
psychological safety actually is:

One of the most common misperceptions is that psychological safety is about 

being “nice.” But being nice, unfortunately, especially in the workplace, is 

often interpreted as, “Don’t say anything that someone else might not like or 

not be able to save face.” This is really the exact opposite of psychological 

safety, which is about permission to be candid. Another misconception is that 
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psychological safety is about a “safe space” in which nothing will happen that 

will trigger discomfort or be offensive. Real psychological safety requires being 

uncomfortable sometimes. And lastly, some people interpret psychological 

safety as permission to whine—to speak your mind about a concern with the 

expectation that someone else will do something about it. But real psychological 

safety has skin in the game for both the one being candid and the one hearing 

that candor. It’s about performance—about innovation, about quality, about 

competitive insights. It’s not at all touchy-feely. It’s not easy to create this kind 

of environment.

Edmondson believes that psychological safety isn’t a silver bullet. It’s a 
factor in achieving high performance but requires that organizations main-
tain high standards along with it. Many people invert the relationship, 
falsely assuming that to have psychological safety, you need to lower the bar 
on performance expectations, but this couldn’t be further from the truth. In 
her book The Fearless Organization, Edmondson writes:

With routine, predictable, modular work on the decline, more and more of the 

tasks that people do require judgment, coping with uncertainty, suggesting new 

ideas, and coordinating and communicating with others. This means that voice 

is mission critical. And so, for anything but the most independent or routine 

work, psychological safety is intimately tied to freeing people up to pursue 

excellence.16

For leaders, fostering a workplace that’s psychologically safe enough for 
people to feel free to speak up is an important step. When people choose 
silence over voice, it’s usually because there are systemic factors in play 
encouraging that choice. But creating an environment that cultivates safe, 
spirited voices requires far more than just soliciting feedback or people’s 
input. Ginger Graham’s story shows the extent to which leaders must go to 
create systems in which people bring their whole voice. Setting an expecta-
tion that employees do speak up, and will not be punished for doing so, is 
just as important as extending the invitation to do so.

Here’s a classic example of why setting that expectation is important.
Andrea is the CEO of a large real-estate development company I’ve 

consulted with. As my client, she complained to me about a frustrating exec-
utive team meeting she’d just finished. The main topic of discussion was the 
struggles of one of the company’s historically high-performing businesses. Its 
leader had been in the job only six months and had made some changes to 
their marketing plan. She believed this was the problem behind the business’s 
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falling performance and knew everyone else on the team agreed, yet nobody 
raised this point during the meeting. Frustrated and perplexed, she vented to 
me, “It’s not like we’re shy about having hard debates. We are capable of 
being very blunt with one another. So why didn’t anyone offer their insight 
to help out a struggling peer? If I’m the one that always has to do it, then 
what good is having a team?”

She was right. In general, people in her organization didn’t shy away 
from disagreement, and they could comfortably spar with one another when 
their opinions differed. But when I asked them why they didn’t bring up 
their concerns about their colleague’s marketing shift, I got consistently 
bewildered answers. I heard things like, “Why would I have done that? It’s 
not my business,” “Gosh, that never would have occurred to me to say 
something, I figured the CMO would be the one to raise it in private,” or 
“Are you serious? I’d look like a know-it-all if I’d done that!” Inherent in 
their responses are some of the most common justifications for choosing 
silence. Simply put, employees often believe someone else will raise an 
important issue.17 Extensive research on the bystander effect, such as the 
2018 study from researchers in Copenhagen, shows that people, even in dire 
circumstances, will remain silent, believing someone else will say some-
thing.18 People also often second-guess their own conclusions, telling them-
selves they could be wrong about what they are seeing, or self-soothe by 
justifying their silence with minimization—“it’s not really that bad.” And, as 
I discussed earlier, the fear of breaking social bonds and shaking up impor-
tant relationships is often heightened, especially on a team, when people 
consider raising difficult issues.

While Andrea’s team was comfortable engaging in passionate debate and 
pushback, the notion of initiating such conversations about each other was 
foreign. In my experience working with hundreds of leadership teams, it’s 
not uncommon for leaders to share unspoken agreements not to tread on 
one another’s territories. And this is true even in environments where speak-
ing up is safe and leaders make a point of welcoming feedback.

But if people only raise issues that matter to them, they are subtly rein-
forcing a type of individualism that undermines teamwork and cohesion. If 
you want people in your organization and leaders on your team routinely 
raising hot-button issues, regardless of who does or doesn’t benefit, you 
have to do more than let them know “it’s safe” to do so. You must make 
having difficult conversations an expectation and back this up with processes 
and behavior that reinforces it. To that end, here are some ways of doing 
just that.
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Make It Clear Why Straight Talk Is Necessary

A shared sense of collective success helps unite organizations and reinforces 
the expectation that “issues that affect others are my concern.” Let those 
you lead know that when they have insights about a colleague’s challenges, 
you expect them to freely share them in a respectful, constructive way. When 
this doesn’t happen, the default mode for many groups and teams is to oper-
ate on a “hub and spoke” model, whereby the leader becomes the primary 
source of keeping things synchronized, and everyone else is excused to 
worry only about their own “spoke.” If leaders reinforce this belief too long, 
it conveys that the only issues employees must be concerned with are their 
own. Don’t assume people will see the self-evident need to avoid this. The 
higher up in organizations leaders ascend, the more pronounced the indi-
vidualism that distinguished them to get there will be. Help leaders shift 
from trying to stand apart to advance their career, to joining forces with 
peers to create collective success. This ensures they set the example for the 
rest of the organization, which is especially important when rooting out 
critical silences. If there are factors encouraging people not to speak up, like 
unfair reward systems, bullying managers, a history of deaf ears, or real 
examples of retaliation for speaking up, leaders should be on high alert to 
eliminate those factors.

Choreograph Round-Robin Conversations

In many of the teams I work with, we actually embed the practice of 
exchanging pointed perspectives and feedback. It’s a bit like speed dating for 
executives: we spend a few hours in 20–30-minute one-on-one rounds, vary-
ing the questions we use to guide the conversations. Some teams do this on 
a quarterly basis. You could shape the conversation around leadership effec-
tiveness, strategy execution, or the health of each respective relationship. In 
each round, both leaders exchange prepared views with each other, with 
commitments to follow up where necessary. This approach has been trans-
formative for some teams, whose comfort with making each colleague’s 
success their priority has then become the norm for the rest of their company.

Make Shared Problem Solving a Routine Part of Your Discussion

High-performance teams regularly include addressing their colleagues’ chal-
lenges as part of normal work practices. This approach puts the recipient of 
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the feedback in the driver’s seat. I use this when new teams launch, espe-
cially with senior leaders. One member brings up a particular business chal-
lenge they are facing, framing the challenge at the outset of the conversation 
with about 15 minutes of context setting. Then, using a structured process, 
the rest of the team can ask questions to clarify their understanding. After 
the questions have been addressed, the team offers ideas, feedback, and even 
support to help resolve the challenge. I’ve seen leaders discover issues with 
their own leadership, view challenges from an entirely new perspective, and 
even resources shifted from one leader’s department to another’s. This 
approach helps minimize feeling defensive or dismissive as a result of others’ 
challenging views because you are expressly asking for them.19

Candor in Action

Kim Scott is the author of the groundbreaking book Radical Candor: Be a 
kick-ass boss without losing your humanity. In it she offers a simple yet 
powerful view of what candor looks like when done effectively. In her 
model, radical candor is the combination of personally caring while chal-
lenging directly. Care without challenge is dubbed “ruinous empathy,” and 
challenge without care is called “obnoxious aggression.”20 In my interview 
with Scott, she suggested that having systems in place where employees 
could easily raise concerns was very important. But she also acknowledged 
the importance of relational connections that make such conversations safe 
by informally inviting others to share their feedback and views:

The place to start for self-awareness is to ask people what they think. Start 

by asking people, “What could I do, or stop doing, that would make it easier 

to work with me?” Make that a go-to question to ask people. Ask things like, 

“What is going on? Where am I screwing up here?” Of course, it really needs 

to sound like “you.” One friend of mine likes to ask, “Tell me why I’m smoking 

crack?” Then after you ask, you’ve got to just shut up for at least six seconds. 

Amazing what people will tell you if you can keep your mouth shut for six 

seconds. That silence can feel like forever. But you really have to stay quiet. 

People will usually tell you something. They might not tell you everything, but if 

you can be quiet for six seconds, you’ll get something useful.

So now you’ve dragged somebody out on a conversational limb that they 

weren’t sure they wanted to go out on, you’ve got to manage your inevitable 

tendency to feel defensive when you get criticized. Learn to respond with 
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empathy and listening. For example, “Just to make sure I understand, here’s 

what I hear you saying.” And then even if you disagree with it, repeat it back 

to make sure you’ve understood what they meant. Last but not least, you have 

to reward the candor with the feedback. If you only say, “Thank you for the 

feedback,” you’re never going to get any more feedback. If you agree with what 

was said, it’s pretty easy. You fix the problem. It’s harder when you disagree. If 

you disagree with the feedback, then your next step is to take a few minutes and 

focus on the part that you can agree with.

Almost nobody says something we 100 percent disagree with. So, find that 5 

or 10 percent area of agreement and zero in on that. Sometimes the best reward 

for someone’s candor is simply a fuller and respectful explanation of why you 

disagree. Being able to solicit feedback, and of course act upon it, is critical if 

you want people to voluntarily offer you the truth even when you don’t ask. 

Because when you’re a leader, flattery is going to come at you like a dangerous 

fog. And you’ve got to learn how to cut through that. Start by learning to ask 

for, and caringly listen to, truth you solicit.

Scott’s insights point to one of the most important parts of inviting others’ 
voices to the table: receptivity. Employees are well aware of all the manage-
ment rhetoric about empowerment, inclusion, and feedback. They know 
you’ve been trained to believe in those concepts, and that you should employ 
them. But fulfilling your obligation to solicit others’ voices is a far cry from 
actually wanting to hear them. They must believe their voices are not just 
being requested but welcomed. They must see you as hospitable.

Your work isn’t done yet, however. Once you’ve created the psychologi-
cal safety needed for people to bring you their voice, you must also ensure 
that they are competent to use it.

Skilled Voices > Loud, Angry Ones

Scroll through any social media feed from the last 10 minutes and you will 
find someone expressing outrage about something. It’s practically become a 
law of nature, like gravity. Get pissed off, throw ranting tantrum. Lots of 
emojis combined with all-caps profanity has become the new standard of 
what it means to “use your voice.” This in part because the lines between 
voice and activism have become alarmingly blurred. We have conflated 
speaking your truth with speaking the truth. We’ve become conditioned 
with trigger-happy instincts, desperate to adopt the posture of a giant middle 
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finger the moment something infuriates us. We skip past curiosity and open-
ness to the possibility that any view that differs might have merit, and give 
in to our reflexive impulse to refute those whose views we don’t like, reject 
them as human beings, or convert them to our way of thinking. And we now 
feel free to do so without civility or decency.

Needless to say, this is not what it means to invite spirited voices.
But such vitriolic voices seem to be showing up in droves nonetheless.
In 2019, employee activism seemed to hit new heights. In Boston, Wayfair 

employees took to the streets in protest of their employer’s deal with a 
federal government contractor to sell furniture to detention centers holding 
migrants near the US–Mexico border.21 Later that year, 20,000 Google 
employees protested their company’s treatment of sexual harassment cases, 
including paying out former executive Andy Rubin $90 million despite find-
ing that harassment claims against him had merit.22 In the past Amazon 
employees have protested doing business with oil and gas companies, and 
have also banded together to urge the company to stop selling facial recog-
nition software to law enforcement.23

Progressive companies like Google have prided themselves on their open 
communication between workers and management. And Google has histor-
ically encouraged activism when it comes to causes employees believe in, 
like civil rights or environmental stewardship24 (lest you forget, one of their 
original values was “Don’t be evil”). But when the cause becomes the 
company’s actions, do self-proclaimed “open” cultures like Google and 
other progressive companies remain, well, as open?

Curiously, most examples of employee activism against their own company 
haven’t yielded much change. While minor concessions have resulted, more 
often than not management doesn’t capitulate to employee protests, espe-
cially when it comes to fundamental business decisions like serving custom-
ers that employees find inappropriate (e.g., Google’s contract with the US 
Department of Defense or building a censored search engine for China).25

All of this raises lots of questions. Perhaps most importantly, is employee 
activism a form of employee voice, or is it a substitute that has emerged to 
fill a void when employees see no other options for getting their voices 
heard? And in the spirit of empowering employees, have organizations 
created unrealistic expectations about what bringing your voice will yield? 
Are we perpetuating a sense of entitlement that confuses having your voice 
heard with having your way? Does having a digital forum for expressing 
anger really offer posters lasting relief or momentary catharsis? And is the 
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anonymity of it just another way of avoiding employee voice or remaining 
silent? In today’s environment, it is not always clear what the difference is 
between voice and venting.

A growing body of research on the effects of publicly expressing negative 
emotions suggests there are more harmful than positive consequences to 
doing so. In one study, researchers from the University of Indiana found that 
exposing people to differing views online can lead to increased anxiety and 
anger, and didn’t lead to greater active participation in a cause (e.g., engag-
ing in politics) but led to greater “cheap” participation—reposting, mock-
ing, venting to friends with shared views.26 Another study by researchers 
from the University of Oslo confirms that people who vent their anger online 
are more likely to only seek out information that confirms their views.27 
Tweetstorms and Twitter mobs have turned everyone’s anger virtuous, legit-
imizing behaviors that border on abusive. UK-based psychotherapist and 
author Dr. Aaron Balik, author of The Psychodynamics of Social Networking 
and director of Stillpoint Spaces UK, believes anger as an emotional conta-
gion is on the rise thanks to social media. Access to 24/7 news feeds and 
media means we can be perpetually triggered, our values and identities 
assaulted anytime we look at our phones. “Anger is quite a sensational 
emotion,” he writes. “There can be a snowball effect where you become 
attached to the exciting sensation you get through your news feed, even if 
it’s an unpleasant emotion like anger, and that’s pretty much what an 
emotional contagion is.”28 He points to the important distinction between 
expressing anger and processing anger, warning that merely expressing 
anger the way many do on social media is not productive or helpful, and 
sometimes backfires. “If you are angry at someone who is always poking 
you, and you address it with them, the person can apologize and stop poking 
you. If you just run out into the streets shouting, ‘I hate people who poke 
me,’ and friends join you with subsequent statements like, ‘People who poke 
suck!’ nothing is actually being resolved.”29

Psychologists confirm that postures of being for something vs. being 
against something are much more productive when seeking positive change. 
Being against something is more exhausting and taxing on our bodies and is 
very difficult to sustain. Our unconscious mind, where much of our behav-
ior emanates from, works in images, and struggles to process what we don’t 
want. Against language can be alienating, divisive, and judgmental; for 
language helps us find common ground and serves to sustain our motivation 
for change over longer periods of time, as it is rooted in our desire for some-
thing positive, not our outrage against something we hate.30
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To learn more about outrage and its discontents, it’s worth listening to 
Arthur Brooks, Harvard Kennedy School Professor of Public Leadership, 
and author of Love Your Enemies: How decent people can save America 
from the culture of contempt. In his bestselling book, he elaborates on the 
points made just above about our insatiable craving for anger:

Many of us still compulsively consume the ideological equivalent of meth from 

elected officials, academics, entertainers, and some of the news media. Millions 

actively indulge their habit by participating in the cycle of contempt in the way 

they treat others, especially on social media. We wish our national debates were 

nutritious and substantive, but we have an insatiable craving for insults to the 

other side.31

So how do we balance inviting employees’ voices without unleashing 
destructive tirades aimed at anything people feel entitled to complain about? 
Part of the answer lies with competence. Shouting in protest is easy. It 
doesn’t require more than picket signs or online forums and rousing the 
wrath of others who share your ire. The premise is to voice what you are 
against with the presumption that someone else will do something about it. 
Bringing a competent voice to concerns, especially controversial issues, takes 
skillful work to effect meaningful change. It requires articulating a cogent 
argument with fact-based reasoning. It takes emotional intelligence to 
express frustrations in an authentic but measured way. It requires a level of 
empathy to approach opposing views with the notion that, no matter how 
outlandish they seem to you, they are legitimate in some way and have merit 
(more on this later, in Chapter 9). And it requires putting your own skin in 
the game, offering practical ways you will be part of the solution.

What Happens When Your Voice Isn’t Skilled?

Vanessa is a Senior Vice President of Public Affairs at a global engineering 
firm that constructs major public projects like bridges, dams, and power 
plants. She reports to the company’s chief operating officer, Dirk. For years 
Vanessa pushed Dirk and the firm to reconsider how they engaged with the 
local communities where they operated. Historically, the firm kept a low 
profile and, under the guise of humility, tried not to draw attention to them-
selves; they felt that their quiet but generous charitable giving was contribu-
tion enough. Growing increasingly frustrated, Vanessa would send numerous 
articles and news media to Dirk and the executive team showcasing other 
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companies’ contributions to their local communities, and how they enhanced 
the companies’ reputations and local goodwill. After her requests for the firm 
to sponsor local events were consistently denied, she made her disappoint-
ment known. Dirk warned her that she was “spending political capital you 
haven’t got, and it’s getting harder for me to defend you to my peers.” He told 
me that the executive team had grown immune to Vanessa’s voice and resent-
ful of the way “she tried to impose her values on the organization.”

Vanessa came from a background of deep faith, and the executives 
assumed that her “agenda” to get the firm to change stemmed from that. But 
her real motivation was to get the firm to be more purpose-driven, to show-
case more reasons to feel proud of the company beyond the projects they’d 
built. On the other hand, Dirk and the executive team felt harshly criticized 
by her and interpreted her advocacy for more civic engagement as “You 
guys don’t do enough.” They saw the stream of articles as messages of their 
inadequacy. Vanessa took their rejection personally, as did other women in 
the firm, resigned to the belief that the “boys’ club” was threatened by confi-
dent women.

I was called in by Dirk, who asked me to offer some coaching to Vanessa 
as a last effort before letting her go. When I interviewed several executives 
and spoke with Vanessa, I found their biases about one another deeply 
entrenched. She’d done a poor job of making her case for what was likely a 
very good strategic idea, and the executives had done a poor job of being 
open to her suggestions rather than reflexively dismissing her. Dirk had been 
an inept intermediary and advocate for Vanessa, failing to coach her on how 
to succeed, and, despite its many positive attributes, the firm indeed had a 
gender bias.

Not all was lost, however. Through a carefully constructed working 
session, we were able to help Vanessa present her ideas with sound reason-
ing. She apologized for her unintended harsh judgments of the executives, 
closely related how her ideas could help drive the firm’s strategy, and made 
it clear she would take responsibility for spearheading the efforts she 
proposed. Additionally, we helped the executives suspend their harsh pre
conceptions about Vanessa so they could listen objectively.

This had a happy ending, but the story came dangerously close to a terri-
ble one. Every day in organizations, ideas with great merit that challenge the 
status quo go unheard or expressed poorly, and the employees with those 
ideas feel disregarded. Had Vanessa been more skilled at influencing leaders 
more senior than her, she might have spared herself and the executives need-
less discord.
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The importance of bringing expertise to the table when having to say hard 
things is coming more sharply into focus as people grapple with trying to do 
it better and falling short. James Detert is the John L Colley Professor of 
Business Administration at the Darden School of Business at the University 
of Virginia and author of Choosing Courage: The everyday guide to being 
brave at work. He has spent a great deal of time studying workplace cour-
age, and the conditions under which people successfully use their voice to 
speak truth to power. I interviewed Detert to learn more about his frame-
work for competent courage, and how people can prepare themselves to 
effectively bring their voice to difficult issues. To start, he believes we must 
break down the mythology that attributes like courage are reserved only for 
a few, special heroes. “One of the things that has troubled me is the false 
notion that any virtue like courage or honesty is required only from some of 
us some of the time. I don’t think there’s any philosophy, religious system, or 
any system of thought that says virtuous behavior is only needed from some 
of us some of the time,” he says.

In his research studying people demonstrating everyday courage, Detert 
found two important pre-existing conditions that set the stage for success.32 
Courageous people “were already thought of as capable, reliable, and trust-
worthy. They had reputations of being warm, emotionally intelligent, having 
good judgment and the best interests of the company at heart. They had 
built up what psychologists call ‘idiosyncrasy credits,’ like a bank of poker 
chips, so when they had to engage in moments of non-conformity, they had 
permission.” The other precondition he observed was that competently 
courageous people chose their battles wisely. They didn’t tilt at every wind-
mill they came across but chose those issues for which they had the greatest 
convictions. These preconditions are important; if they aren’t in place, 
Detert says, “It’s unlikely that the organization is suddenly going to listen to 
you when you raise concerns.”

Detert told me that one of the things that most surprised him in his 
research was the critical role of following up after you’ve raised an issue:

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

If you had been coaching Vanessa, how would you have advised her? If you 

were coaching her boss and his team, how would you have advised them? What 

would you have done differently?
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I think following up is the most neglected part in competent courage. And it’s 

fairly obvious why. If we have steeled ourselves up for that difficult moment, 

you had that confrontation or difficult public presentation and your instinct is 

to retreat to your office either to lick your wounds or celebrate. The last thing 

your instinct tells you to do is get back out there right away. And yet it’s often 

the most important thing to do. If you think it went well, it’s usually the case 

that in the moment you didn’t actually secure all the commitments you needed 

to put change in motion.

The other important aspect of follow-up is with those who didn’t embrace 

your idea or views. It’s likely that someone was potentially threatened or 

offended by what you’ve recommended, and you need to have the courage to 

follow up directly with that person and say, “Hey, I noticed on your face, or 

by your silence, that maybe you weren’t on board with my ideas. Can we talk 

about that?” While it might be the last thing you want to do, it’s vital to the 

success of what comes next. Most acts of courage that lead to important change 

may get set in motion by a moment of courage, but they stay in motion because 

courageous people know that they can’t quit, especially if the first try didn’t 

go well—which it often doesn’t. Competently courageous people know that 

the process will be an iterative learning and ongoing learning experience, not a 

one-time event.

My own experience leads me to agree with this advice. Though, I’d even 
take it further. If we want to unleash the Michael Abraham Shadids in our 
organizations, the people with the most creative ideas and novel solutions to 
persistent problems within our organizations, then to Detert’s guidance I 
would add:

Be an Ally

Don’t speak as though the person in power is the enemy or an idiot. Assume 
positive intent when the need to say hard things to them arises, and make it 
clear you are on their side. Demonstrate empathy for the challenges of their 
role and situation without condoning the choice at hand. Be especially vigi-
lant about any self-interest, spite, or anger that may be driving your motives.

Highlight the Greater Good at Stake

Don’t make the issue exclusively about “them.” Make it about the broader 
mission or values at risk. Point out the longer-term consequences of their 
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choices and offer alternatives you feel are more aligned with values they and 
the organization hold. By helping them consider broader implications, you 
reduce the risk of them becoming overly defensive or resistant.

Don’t Moralize

While your perspectives should be grounded in principles you should articu-
late, don’t impose those values on those you are addressing. The moment 
others feel judged or hear a sense of moral superiority, they will shut down.

Let Go of the Outcome

You can’t go into such conversations with a need to have your guidance 
prevail. See your role as creating options for the person you are confronting 
but make it clear the final decision is theirs, though you stand ready to partic-
ipate in any way helpful. And go into the conversation knowing the risk you 
are taking. You must be willing to pay a price should things not go well. Every 
day I am faced with saying hard, often unsettling things to leaders. Sometimes 
they bristle defensively, and sometimes they are deeply hurt by discovering 
just how far their actions have drifted from their intentions. My job makes me 
a transference object that triggers deep-seated issues within leaders. I have to 
be ready for whatever those leaders bring, using it to help them become better 
without over-personalizing their testy reactions. Whenever I’m asked what 
enables me to be both bluntly forthright and compassionate at the same time, 
I respond with, “My biggest fear isn’t a leader’s reaction to what I say. My 
biggest fear is having them face a major but avoidable problem and saying to 
me, ‘You knew, and you didn’t say anything?’”

You should never stop cultivating other people’s spirited voices. Invite and 
receive them with a welcoming heart and mind, just like you would hope for. 
A very simple standard I offer all my clients is this: if you don’t have some-
one coming into your office a few times a week telling you something that’s 
uncomfortable to hear, you can confidently conclude your leadership sucks.

Get Busy: Cultivate Spirited Voices and Welcoming Minds

Monitor Your Avoidance

Each of us has circumstances that tempt us to self-silence—conflicts we 
avoid, personality types we wither around, certain risks that make us 
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especially afraid. And in these moments, we cower. But that forfeiture of our 
voice has a cost beyond our own missed opportunity: those we lead are 
watching. Our friends and children are watching. At the critical junctures 
where our voices are most needed, it looks like we condone silence. Inventory 
the places that bring you to silence, determine why, and put strategies in 
place that will bolster your courage to speak. Under what conditions do you 
avoid hard conversation? Where do you shrink back from moments requir-
ing courage? As you think back on such moments, what has your avoidance 
cost you?

Learn to Confront with Skill

Giving others difficult feedback is a skill most of us don’t relish using. We 
pull our punches. We ramble with long wind-ups to soothe our anxiety, only 
confusing the person we’re trying to help. And commonly, under the ruse of 
being “nice,” we just don’t say anything at all. But as leaders, our responsi-
bility is to help others become their best. Sometimes that means giving them 
compassionate but direct feedback about places they’re falling short. I’ve 
said it before, and I’ll gladly say it again: withholding feedback that could 
help someone improve is never nice or kind—it’s cruel. So, if you struggle 
with doing it well, take a class, hire a coach, or rehearse in the mirror until 
you are effective. You may never be “comfortable” doing it. But that’s not 
the goal. Just get good at it. When it comes to confronting others, what skills 
do you most need to cultivate? Do you pull your punches? Struggle with 
long wind-ups? Are you overly blunt and need to learn how to temper your 
message? Pick one area you can improve and double down on your focus to 
develop it.

Embolden Others’ Voices

Throughout the chapter you read numerous examples of leaders who 
created conditions in which people felt free to offer out-of-the-box ideas, 
candid feedback, or concerns, or express personal vulnerability. Rituals that 
normalize this practice raise both the quality of voiced views and the range 
of people offering them. Use regular meeting openers where people write 
down ideas, feedback, or concerns on index cards and then randomly choose 
one or two to discuss. Or have a third party collect input and share it with 
the team on a quarterly basis. And if you want to move past anonymity, host 
informal lunches or virtual coffee hours that are expressly for raising 
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concerns or feedback. Take heed, though, that you should never mistake 
collusion for openness—people should not raise concerns about a colleague 
who isn’t present in the conversation. Where do those you lead need greater 
support to speak up? What practices could you employ to help them? Are 
there aspects of your meetings or team interactions, or how you lead them, 
that may be discouraging their candor?

Root Out Silencers

If there are norms or people that are discouraging the team from bringing 
their voices, find and eliminate them. People who are verbose, belligerent, or 
argumentative can intimidate quieter people. Your job is to give them feed-
back to help them self-regulate their behavior. In a similar way, meeting 
agendas crowded with too much content rush people past opportunities to 
speak freely. A culture that prizes confidence or certainty may discourage 
people from speculating about concerns that still feel hazy. The problem 
might even—gasp!—be you: your team may not yet believe you want to 
hear what they think. Ask your team if anything may be deterring them 
from bringing their voices and show your commitment by removing these 
obstacles. In what ways does your organizational culture silence people? 
How have you conveyed your desire for, and expectation of, candor? Do 
those you lead need more training? Have you failed to win their trust? Is 
there simply no time in your conversations for difficult issues to surface?

Demonstrate Having Your Mind Changed

This is especially important if you are particularly strong-willed or action-
oriented. Your team needs to see that you can be influenced, and that no 
matter how unwavering you seem about a direction you’ve chosen, if they 
feel there is reason to raise concerns, you are willing to change your mind. 
Ask for pushback on your ideas—particularly the ones you feel strongest 
about. Insert “pauses” into your decision making by telling your team you’ll 
hold off on implementing them for 24 or 48 hours while they consider, and 
bring to you, any risks. What issues or circumstances bring out your stub-
bornness? Where are you the most dogmatic about your viewpoints? Do 
people know you welcome being challenged on your ideas, even the ones 
you feel strongly about?



CULTIVATE SPIRITED VOICES AND WELCOMING MINDS 187

Be Vulnerable

Nothing accelerates trust among a team more than a leader’s self-disclosure. 
Acknowledging your shortfalls and asking for help, disclosing aspects of 
your life where you are uncertain or struggling, and admitting when you 
don’t know something reveals your humanity, which is your greatest source 
of credibility. It also signals to your team that it’s safe for them to bring their 
whole selves—and their full voice—to work too. How confident are you 
that people really know you as a human being, not just as a boss? What 
parts of you have you actively hidden from others? What is your fear of 
being more vulnerable in those areas? How openly do you talk about your 
weaknesses or struggles?

Honor Courage When You See It

Any time someone you lead brings their voice to the table, especially if they’re 
offering feedback about you, no matter how defensive you feel inside, cele-
brate their courage with gratitude and praise. When people offer unconven-
tional ideas, challenge the views of colleagues during discussions, or raise 
concerns about behaviors that contradict what you’ve committed to, 
acknowledge their courage and hold them up as an example. Whose courage 
have you admired but failed to acknowledge? Who has offered out-of-the-
box ideas or raised difficult issues within the past few weeks that you could 
go back and thank, apologizing for being remiss for not saying it sooner?

Now that we’ve concluded Part Three, transparency in governance and 
cultivating a culture of voice, let’s dive into our fourth and final dimension 
of organizational honesty: creating unity across organizational groups.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

●● To create governance systems in which people engage in conversation with 

their mind, soul, and voice, you have to create an environment in which 

people can freely and spiritedly exchange feedback and radical ideas, and 

share concerns up and down the hierarchy and across organizational 

boundaries.

●● Because people’s sense of belonging is tied to the degree to which they will 

use their voice, it is important for leaders to make sure there is no fear of 
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retribution or sense of futility among employees with respect to speaking 

their minds.

●● The two key factors to fostering spirited voices in action are safety and skill.

●● Leaders must work hard to create systems in which people bring their whole 

voice. Organizations must maintain high standards alongside creating 

environments of psychological safety for employees.

●● Having your team routinely raise difficult issues involves more than just 

making sure the environment is safe to do so. It also includes setting an 

expectation and backing it up with processes and behaviors that reinforce it. 

This is done through three steps: 1) make it clear why it’s necessary to share 

and listen to all voices; 2) choreograph round-robin conversations in which 

leaders exchange pre-prepared views with each other with commitments to 

follow up where necessary; and 3) make shared problem solving a routine 

part of your discussion as it helps minimize feelings of defensiveness and 

ignorance.

●● A leader must fulfill their obligation to solicit others’ voices. This means not 

just inviting people to the table but also creating an environment in which 

people feel their voices are welcomed.

●● Today, there is a blurred line between voice and activism. In order to invite 

spirited voices, advocacy for employee voices must be balanced with the 

needed skill to use those voices. Employee activism may signal that 

employees feel there is no channel for their voice.

●● Psychologists have found that “against” language is alienating, divisive, and 

judgmental, while “for” language helps us find common ground and serves 

as a motivator for change. 

●● According to James Detert, the two capabilities that are vital to competent 

courage are how you self-regulate in the moment when you raise concerns 

to those in power and how you follow up afterwards. In addition, when 

speaking truth to power, it is important to be an ally to leaders, highlight the 

greater good at stake, don’t moralize, and let go of your need to have the 

outcome go a particular way.

●● You have the power to set the standard for bringing your spirited voice to 

the workplace while also inviting and welcoming others into the 

conversation with an open heart and mind. 
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Unity Between Groups
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Stitching Organizational Seams
Set your intention: How can I build stronger relationships 

with my cross-functional partners?

Hope From a Bigger Story

On Saturday, June 23, 2018, Peerapat Sompiangjai turned 17. His parents 
had prepared a wonderful birthday party for him to celebrate the milestone. 
Peerapat, his soccer teammates, and one of their coaches on the Wild Boars 
local youth team had just finished their practice that afternoon, and before 
going home they made a visit to one of their favorite places: the Tham 
Luang caves, the fourth-largest cave system in Thailand, in the mountains 
near the rural village of Mae Sai. The boys had been in the caves before, but 
this time wanted to go in further and complete the teenage rite of passage of 
carving their names on the walls deep inside the cave. They rode their bikes 
through the rice paddies drenched from recent rains, hid their bikes and 
bags near the entrance of one of the caves, and ventured in. Their intent was 
just to be there for an hour or so, and then Peerapat would head home to his 
birthday celebration. But that never happened.1

Late June meant monsoon season was approaching. When heavy rains hit 
the caves, the water level can rise up to five meters, rendering them danger-
ous and potentially fatal. Everyone in Mae Sai knew—and knows—this.

Heavy rains fell abruptly that Saturday afternoon, trapping the 12 boys 
and their coach in the cave. Panicked parents discovered the boys’ plans to 
visit Tham Luang on a messaging app and notified officials. When park offi-
cials found their bikes and belongings, a massive rescue mission was 
mounted.
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The boys were trapped about two miles from the cave’s entrance. They 
used rocks to dig out a five-meter shelf into the cave where they could huddle 
for warmth and safety. They were understandably terrified, but their coach 
Ekapol Chantawong, a former Buddhist monk, taught them to meditate so 
they could stay calm. They had to learn to breathe frugally to conserve 
oxygen. They had flashlights and though they had no food, there was drink-
able water from condensation seeping from the cave walls. They just needed 
to keep up hope for a rescue.

Outside the cave, the Thai Navy SEALs were preparing for a massive 
rescue attempt. But cave diving rescues are notoriously dangerous, and most 
turn into body recoveries. Additionally, the SEALs had little experience with 
them. Within a few days, the best cave divers from around the world began 
to arrive and offer assistance. They were largely British citizens living in 
places like Australia and working in or retired from various professions like 
firefighting, anesthesiology, and IT. They dropped what they were doing and 
headed to Thailand to join hundreds of other rescue workers and divers and 
caving and mountaineering experts from the US, China, Israel, Europe, and 
Australia. The situation was dire.

The caves were flooding quickly. Muddy water was pouring in from the 
direction they needed to go. Engineers worked frantically to pump thou-
sands of gallons of water out of the chambers of the cave to make access a 
bit easier. Ben Reymenants, a Belgian diver living in Phuket who volunteered 
to help the rescue effort, told a reporter it was like “dropping to the bottom 
of the Colorado River and hand-over-hand fighting your way upstream.”2 
For more than four days, divers fought their way through the dark flooded 
caves, working 12 to 14 hours a day, moving about a meter at a time, cham-
ber by chamber, looking for the boys.

Ten days after they had gone missing, the chances of their survival had 
been calculated to be less than 10 percent. But the divers remained deter-
mined to go as far as they could, using oxygen sparingly. They reached 
Pattaya Beach, a spot one mile into the cave where the boys’ text messages 
suggested they might be holed up, but the boys weren’t there. They pushed 
on. Finally, in the ninth cavern, two British divers were met with a rotting 
odor they feared was decomposing bodies. But to their delight, their flash-
lights revealed the 12 boys and their coach—hungry, tired, scared, smelly, 
but smiling. All 13 were still alive. But the joy and relief were short lived as 
the obvious question now had to be answered: how to get them all out?

The options for extraction were all perilous. One option was to stock the 
cave with food and supplies for six months until the waters receded, but 
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oxygen levels were low enough that they would probably only survive a 
month. Another option involved drilling a tunnel down into the cave, but the 
risks were too severe. Rock climbers, engineers, even wildlife experts combed 
the mountain to uncover alternative routes to the boys but came up empty. 
They tried digging holes and sent in drones with thermal sensors to try and 
pinpoint the boys’ location. But every “rational” option proved futile.

The only solution was to dive them out. But that posed two grave prob-
lems. First, the boys and their coach had no diving experience. Second, the 
route from where they were to the cave entrance was fraught with danger: 
several chambers were flooded to the ceiling and some of the chasms were 
more than 50 feet deep. The tightest choke point was less than two feet 
wide. The many twists and turns would have to be traversed in the dark 
with limited oxygen supplies to last the full trip. The option on the table 
seemed ludicrous: Sedate each boy into a coma-like state, cover their heads 
in full masks, bind their arms and bodies in canvases and zip ties so that if 
they did wake up, their panic wouldn’t derail the mission, and swim each 
one out like a human duffel bag. The prediction of one of the British divers, 
who happened to be one of only two cave-diving anesthesiologists in the 
world, was bleak. “I didn’t think it would work at all. I expected the first 
two kids to drown and then we’d have to do something different. I put their 
odds of survival at zero.”3

Thankfully, he was wrong. First, the boys had to be given some basic 
training in swimming and diving to prepare for the trip (swim lessons are 
rare in Thailand and drowning is the leading cause of death for children 
under 15).4 Each boy was put into a wetsuit, sedated heavily with ketamine 
(which offered the added benefit of scrambling memories), bound and trans-
ported by a diver. Some had to be re-sedated along the way. The most 
experienced divers transported the boys from cavern nine to three. At that 
point, US military medical experts checked each boy, and transitioned them 
to local divers and hundreds of volunteer rescuers from around the world to 
finish their transport on a rescue sled to the cave entrance. The operation 
was beset with numerous stories of near-tragic misses—getting tangled in 
telephone wires, losing the rescue cable, even one diver dropping one of the 
boys and another diver having to grab him and swim two out. The opera-
tion took about three days to complete. More than half a mile of the journey 
was entirely underwater. Tragically, one Thai Navy Seal, 38-year-old Saman 
Kunan, died from loss of oxygen trying to deliver oxygen to the boys and 
coach.5 But 18 days after the boys disappeared, the riskiest plan worked—
and all 13 were rescued.
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It’s estimated that around 7,000 volunteers contributed to the rescue, 
including over 100 divers. Twenty-thousand meals per day were cooked for 
the rescue teams. Some ran makeshift pumps at the top of the cave to divert 
streams of water, trying to buy rescuers time. Hydrologic drilling experts 
pumped out water, submerging the rice fields of hundreds of poor Thai rice 
farmers who, despite losing their entire crop, never asked for reimbursement. 
Local volunteers shuttled people back and forth to airports and trains, washed 
the rescue team’s clothes, delivered supplies, and created makeshift places for 
them to rest. Teachers from the schools the boys attended gathered at the cave 
to welcome them out and created a meal brigade to feed the boys’ families. 
Hundreds of local villagers gathered on the mountain to simply pray for the 
boys, their coach, and all the rescuers trying to bring them back safely.

How do you explain how that many people from drastically different 
cultures, technical disciplines, education levels, belief systems, and viewpoints 
on how to solve the problem, could blend their contributions into a unified, 
synchronized force against improbable odds, with such monumental success? 
You might be tempted to chalk this up to the empathy we all feel in the face 
of a universal crisis, assuming such astonishing collaboration is only possible 
in urgent situations but unlikely in day-to-day work. After all, when the cause 
is saving the lives of children, who wouldn’t do whatever it takes to succeed?

If you did make that assumption, I’m delighted to say you’d be wrong.

Your Brain on Connection

That our brain is a social organ isn’t a new revelation. Neuroscientists have 
been studying the effects of positive social interactions, and the lack of them, 
on our brains for years. Oddly, despite all we know about the human need 
for connection, we continue to design organizations in ways that deny that 
need. Psychologist Matthew Lieberman, author of the book Social: Why our 
brains are wired to connect, discovered in his extensive research of the brain 
that the neural networks that govern non-social reasoning are distinctly 
separate from the neural networks that govern social reasoning. He notes 
that when the non-social reasoning network is in use, the social reasoning 
network turns off, acting like what he describes as a “neural seesaw.”

Whenever we finish doing some kind of non-social thinking, the network for 

social thinking comes back on like a reflex—almost instantly. Why would the 

brain be set up to do this? We discovered that this reflex prepares us to walk into 
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the next moment of our lives focused on the minds behind the actions that we 

see from others. Evolution has placed a bet that the best thing for our brain to do 

in any spare moment is to get ready to see the world socially. I think that makes 

a major statement about the extent to which we are built to be social creatures.6

Lieberman also found that our natural fascination, sometimes obsession, 
with the thoughts and reflections of others suggests an innate need to be 
influenced by others. Sometimes this becomes an unhealthy desire for others’ 
approval. But he suggests our identities are shaped by others far more than 
we may understand:

We might think that our beliefs and values are core parts of our identity, but 

these beliefs and values are often smuggled into our minds without our realizing 

it. In my research, I found that the neural basis for our personal beliefs overlaps 

significantly with one of the regions of the brain primarily responsible for 

allowing other people’s beliefs to influence our own.7

Our innate desire to connect is also seen in our acute efforts to belong. When 
we are new to groups, our amygdala is on high alert, sensing for threat or poten-
tial pain at the hands of those we don’t know. We’re working to decide, “Can I 
trust these people? Will they hurt me or have my best interests at heart?” The 
moment our brains detect belonging, via a simple cue like a smile, or a friendly 
question about who we are or what we think, or an affirmation of an idea, our 
brains instantly switch from feeling threatened to being protective. We conclude, 
“These people are important to me, so I want to protect the relationship.”8

The most fascinating aspect of our brain’s social conditioning, however, 
may be how it processes the absence of connection. When we feel isolated or 
lonely, the part of our brain that registers the negative feeling is the same 
part of our brain that registers physical pain. We literally ache for the pleas-
ure of another’s company.9

Given that our inborn social needs are hardwired, and given that we 
spend the vast majority of our waking hours at work, whether in person or 
remotely, our workplaces should offer some of the best opportunities for us 
to have our social needs met. For organizations, the results that come from 
satisfying workers’ innate desire to connect and belong are not trivial. A 
BetterUp study of workplace belonging of more than 1,789 employees from 
a cross-section of industries, found that:

●● workplace belonging can increase job performance by an estimated 56 
percent, reduce turnover by 50 percent, and decrease the number of 
employee sick days by 75 percent;
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●● when employees feel like they belong, they are 167 percent more likely to 
recommend their organization as a great place to work;

●● a single incident of “micro-exclusion” can immediately decrease an 
individual’s performance on a team project by 25 percent;

●● employees with a strong sense of belonging report a 56 percent higher 
level of overall job performance than employees who don’t have that 
strong sense;

●● for a 10,000-person company, if all workers felt a high degree of 
belonging, this would correlate with an annual gain of over $52 million 
from boosts in productivity;

●● the presence of a single ally on a team, someone who demonstrates fair 
and inclusive behavior amidst exclusion from other team members, 
significantly prevents the negative consequences of social exclusion.10

Though our need to belong is reason enough to meet peoples’ desire for 
connection, in an organizational context it has even greater significance. It 
signals our desire to be part of a bigger story than just our own, to contrib-
ute toward a purpose that satisfies our sense of significance. A unified 
organization is the vibrant context in which organizational and individual 
purpose comes to life. When we accomplish things through collaboration 
with others, things we could never accomplish on our own, our sense of 
purpose is amplified. Once a sense of belonging is established, people inher-
ently repel at the notion of betraying that sacrosanct bond. Truth telling 
becomes an honor code, as the notion of lying to someone you are bonded 
to risks trading that sense of belonging for shunning isolation. And, as we 
discussed earlier, our brains will avoid that experience like the plague. To 
put it simply, any discomfort that comes from telling the truth and making 
sure things are fair becomes a reasonable price to pay for the privilege of 
belonging, and serving a shared purpose in a unified organization.

And that’s why those 7,000 volunteers on the mountain above the Mae 
Sai Caves in Thailand accomplished what they did. They were driven by 
more than just the urgency of saving 13 lives. They were driven by the clear 
sense that together, no matter how big or small their contribution, they 
belonged to each other, and to the future of those boys. Whether you were 
diving through dangerous waters to ferry out a sedated teenager, making 
rice bowls for the medical workers, or washing clothes for the divers, you 
mattered equally to each other and to your shared endeavor. When many 
human spirits join forces into a larger, shared story, the bond is unassailable, 
no matter what the story.
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Organizational Mitosis

In the context of our organizations, one of the things that breaks down our 
ability to connect is the way we organize our work. To understand the 
importance of creating, and sustaining a cohesive sense of belonging, we 
need to understand the forces that work against it.

Like cells within a growing baby inside the womb, as organizations scale, 
work divides, splitting into more specialized parts. This is most evident in 
the startup world, where hypergrowth fuels an accelerated division of labor. 
As more employees show up, work gets split up among them. But even when 
growth tapers off, organizations are consistently reconfiguring how work is 
organized to optimize results. Most organizations group work around func-
tional disciplines like sales, marketing, information technology, finance, etc. 
But some also group work around geographies, like “Western Europe” or 
“the central region,” or around customer segments, like “industrial users” or 
“home applications.” Together, these grouping choices form a matrix organ-
ization in which people serve both a functional leader as well as a geographic 
leader. This is fairly standard practice in larger, complex enterprises. And if 
you’ve worked in one, you know just how difficult they are to work within.

Part of the reason matrix structures underperform is the nature of the 
work itself. Back in the days when the outputs of work—standardized prod-
ucts or routine services—were predictably similar, the rigidity of these 
structures created efficient economies of scale. Coordination across groups 
required consistent processes to accomplish, and repetition of output was 
the goal. But today, the nature of work is far more about ideas, analyses, 
customized insights, and the need to anticipate a competitor’s action or a 
customer’s unspoken need. The intellectual and creative nature of the work 
demands that people from different vantage points, with varied technical 
expertise, come together regularly, sometimes at a moment’s notice, work 
collaboratively to meet whatever the need at hand happens to be, and then 
disband and move onto their next effort. To do this effectively, the bounda-
ries around these grouping choices need to be porously easy to cross, and 
the coordination mechanisms that bring people together need to be agile 
and simple. Unfortunately, most organizations haven’t learned to adapt 
their structures to meet the needs of today’s work. The daily demand for 
high-performance collaboration is being clumsily facilitated by old struc-
tures and processes designed to discourage it.

To work around those inflexible structures, some have tried to adopt 
technologies like Slack, Microsoft Teams, and other “collaboration” tools as 
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adhesives that bond people together from different parts of the organiza-
tion. These platforms allow users to access information, share ideas and 
feedback, and keep projects moving 24/7 from anywhere in the world. And 
while these technologies have numerous benefits, as a primary means of 
creating cohesion they rarely work, because the predominant system of 
siloes prevails, and people—and their loyalties—gravitationally regress back 
into their assigned groups. In one mid-sized technology company I worked 
with, there were more than 240 Slack channels operating. Predictably, this 
was extremely confusing, and coordination actually got worse as nobody 
could keep up with which channels were being used for which purpose and 
people ended up arguing over whose was the “right” channel.

The tensions between traditional organizational designs that group work 
within boundaries that are difficult to cross and the intense, boundary-less, 
collaborative environment that characterizes work today wreak all kinds of 
havoc on organizations and the people within them. There are several reasons 
for this. For one, ingrained loyalty to a certain division makes cross-functional 
teaming exponentially harder as people will always put the needs of their own 
tribe above others. And most companies aren’t prepared to close the gap. In one 
2016 Deloitte study, only 21 percent of surveyed executives felt their company 
was prepared to build cross-functional teams, and only 12 percent understood 
how their people worked together in networks across the organization.11 
Another 2017 study on employee engagement showed that only 24 percent of 
employees feel effectively connected to their cross-functional peers.12 The results 
are more than just employee frustrations. Customer experience suffers. A 2017 
UK study by eConsultancy on customer experience found that 40 percent of 
employees observe that when departments have differing agendas, customer 
experience suffers.13 Traditional hierarchy, or vertical relationships, have domi-
nated organizational landscapes for so long despite the fact that most value gets 
created within horizontal relationships—that is, across organizational seams. 
Oddly, most leaders inherently know this, but struggle to break down the walls 
that separate the people who need to come together. European managers appear 
to at least value the notion of working across boundaries to help and cooperate 
with colleagues. A 2019 European Company Survey of more than 24,000 
employees found that 93 percent of managers believe it is important or very 
important to evaluate employee performance based on their discretionary effort 
to help others across the organization.14

Still, when the organization fragments, so does the truth, especially when 
competing metrics or KPIs (key performance indicators) are involved. One 
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division’s devotion to efficiency and cost metrics becomes the object of 
resentment to a rival division that is focused on new product launch metrics, 
even though both divisions rely on each other to succeed. Embedded conflict 
in places like KPIs makes such clashes more than just relational. Now they 
are systemic. The ability of two functions to cooperate devolves to dueling 
truths that sound like, “I can’t meet my commitments because you people 
can’t do your job.” This takes me to one of the most surprising findings in 
my research: when cross-functional collaboration is fostered, and relation-
ships at the seams are free of rivalry, organizations are six times more likely 
to have people tell the truth, behave fairly toward one another, and serve 
their shared interests before their own team’s. Even when employees or 
managers realize this, it may not matter, especially if an organization is set 
in its ways. One interviewee in my research told me:

We are so command-and-control here that there isn’t time to care about my 

cross-functional partners. The way we build our operating plans and set 

our KPIs encourages the border wars we have around here. My team gets 

measured on driving traffic to our website while another team gets measured on 

converting that traffic to customers. Since those are very different metrics, we 

end up cannibalizing each other’s work to make sure our own team wins. We 

could share our data to help each other succeed, but we refuse to. We need each 

other but instead we treat them like the enemy. It’s just nuts.

So, how can true collaboration thrive when competing with the gravita-
tional pull of our individual tribes? And how can we expand the definition 
of our “tribe” to include a broader set of cross-functional collaborators?

Stitching the Seams

At a global consumer products company in the frozen food sector I worked 
with, there was contentious division between the Commercial Organization 
(the set of departments responsible for developing new products and bring-
ing them to market) and R&D, leading to deep misunderstandings about 
what each side actually did. There were pointed differences in how each 
group defined a successfully commercialized product, and resentful misper-
ceptions of how the other group seemed to make their work difficult. For 
instance, R&D viewed operations as “the people who only know how to say 
no to opportunities” while operations viewed R&D as “the time and money 
wasters of the organization.”
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To help bridge the gap of resentment and suspicion, I created a process 
grounded by a series of questions below for leaders in each group to work 
through in a facilitated conversation. I’m confident they may be just as 
useful to you if you need a fresh approach to bring people together (which, 
let’s face it, you probably do).

What Value Do We Create Together?

Your company’s greatest competitive differentiators are created by multiple 
functions coming together. Innovation happens when marketing, analytics, 
R&D, and manufacturing join forces to create new offerings the market 
wants. Great service happens when sales, customer service, and operations 
deliver seamlessly to customers. They create that value together. Oddly, many 
functions fail to realize the value they contribute to with other functions. 
They see the world entirely through what they are responsible for. Coming 
together with rivaling functions and asking what value you create together 
helps create a shared understanding of what’s at stake for everyone. With my 
client, R&D and operations now see one another differently, and work more 
collaboratively, because they realize that only their combined expertise deliv-
ers products to market faster. Speed requires that R&D respect and apply a 
level of discipline to how they provide product specifications to manufactur-
ing, and operations must be more agile to accommodate new products 
they’ve never had to make before. Between marketing and R&D, the value 
was defined as customer-prioritized innovations. By identifying which objec-
tives in the organization’s strategy they mutually contributed to, they reduced 
competing priorities. They are now better able to manage the healthy, natural 
tensions between things like containing cost and the necessary investments in 
opportunities that may not materialize.

What Must We Be Good at to Deliver the Value?

Having anchored your relationship in understanding value you create 
together, you can now focus on how best to achieve that value. You and 
your cross-functional partners should identify the four or five capabilities 
you mutually need to deliver the value you defined in question one. It could 
be translating market analytics into product opportunities. It could be tech-
nical problem solving or fast and accurate exchange of learning as projects 
move through the development process. This part of the conversation 
requires an honest assessment to identify any gaps in capability or missing 
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processes required to integrate each of your respective efforts. Each of you 
must offer honest feedback on the other’s performance level and acknowl-
edge your own current level of ability—even if it’s poor or non-existent. In 
the case of my client, we discovered there were no standing meetings that 
brought together all the divisions that provided key commercial inputs—
regulatory, packaging, manufacturing, and marketing—to discuss problems 
with projects. As a result, information was slow to get to proper decision 
makers and was often distorted by the time it did. Creating a monthly forum 
in which these groups could come together to discuss challenges and solve 
problems allowed greater honesty. By acknowledging this missing piece, 
they became mutually committed to closing the gap.

How Will We Resolve Conflicts and Make Decisions While Maintaining Trust?

This is the hard conversation, about where coordination issues could incite 
conflicts. But it’s also an opportunity to “rehearse” those conflicts in advance 
to determine how best to resolve them. You and your cross-functional part-
ners should identify the critical decisions that you must make to create the 
value you identified earlier, and to determine where the final decision rights 
reside. You should also honestly acknowledge any historical baggage or 
unresolved distrust between you. This is especially critical for translating 
any “tribal protection” cues into “belonging cues”—where people let down 
their guard and suddenly feel a part of each other’s shared success. You 
should air any concerns so any trust-limiting biases you have about one 
another can be addressed. You will feel greater empathy for one another as 
you learn about the demands and difficulties of one another’s jobs that you 
hadn’t understood before. During this conversation it’s common to hear 
sentences like, “I had no idea you guys had to do that! No wonder our 
requests drive you crazy!” You will see each other’s tone and expressions 
visibly change as you gain greater respect for each other and increase your 
commitment to mutual success.

What Do We Need From Each Other to Succeed?

To culminate the session, you must form detailed service-level agreements 
for  one another. Negotiate things like timeliness of information sharing, 
quality standards, how far in advance notification is needed for decisions 
or  modifications, and how routine work will be coordinated. It is also 
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where any follow-up items are identified, like gaining access to technology 
platforms or needing to be included in certain meetings. These commitments 
are considered firm, and those of you in the conversation making them are 
empowered to do so on behalf of your respective departments.

You should build performance and relationship metrics into your agree-
ments, and for the first six months, come together at least monthly and 
evaluate your progress. This process deepens your sense of belonging as you 
learn where you can improve, where you’ve done great work and have been 
helpful to each other, and how you can take your collaboration to new levels.15

Building bridges across organizational divides takes more than a reliable 
process of seam stitching. Creating a common story out of people’s varied 
contributions takes more than shared effort, though both of those are vital. 
When organizations are badly broken, when the whole is less than the sum 
of the parts, leaders need courage and conviction to turn the pieces whole 
again. Interestingly, it’s worth pointing out that the word integrity stems 
from the Latin derivative integritas, meaning “a state of being whole and 
undivided.” Modern-day definitions of integrity refer to being honest and 
moral, but it’s no coincidence that at its core, it means to restore wholeness. 
And few leaders have demonstrated the courage and conviction to restore 
wholeness between divided people more than Daniel Lubetzky, a Mexican 
Jewish lawyer known mostly for creating the successful snack food company, 
KIND. What is lesser known about Lubetzky’s story is how it started.

Lubetzky’s father was a prisoner at Dachau, the Nazi concentration camp 
in southern Germany, during World War II. As his father recounted the story of 
his capture to his son, he emphasized two pivotal moments that could have 
ended his life but didn’t. The first was when the Nazis initially invaded his 
home in Lithuania. While soldiers were ordered to kill all the Jews in the build-
ing, the officer told Lubetzky, “I let you live because you were a person who 
always would offer me your hand, shake my hand… you would give me a little 
bottle of vodka, would talk to me like a decent person, and this is why I don’t 
want you to die, because you are a good man.”16 The second moment was 
when his father was near death from starvation and a German soldier threw 
him a rotting potato, for which he could have been shot. To Lubetzky’s father, 
showing kindness and treating others like human beings, no matter how 
malevolent and undeserving, was central to how one should live their life.

Passing on that life-changing lesson shaped the rest of Daniel Lubetzky’s life.
His first venture was PeaceWorks, an economic venture between Israelis 

and Palestinians started in 1994 as a marketing, consulting, and distribution 
company. He began by making and distributing a sun-dried tomato spread 
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he’d tasted when working in Tel Aviv. The manufacturer had gone out of 
business, but Lubetzky believed he could help revive the business with 
investment capital and his business knowledge. In his book, Do the KIND 
Thing, Lubetzky recounts the story of his initial partnership with Yoel, the 
original founder of that business:

I introduced Yoel to a glass jar manufacturer in Egypt, who would charge a 

much lower price than his Portuguese supplier. Together, we worked to identify 

a supplier of sun-dried tomatoes in Turkey that would be far more competitive 

than the ones in Italy. And we sourced olives, olive oil, and basil from 

Palestinian farmers in Ouja and other small villages across the West Bank and 

from Palestinian citizens of Israel in the village of Baka El Garbiyah, near Umm 

el Fahem, including Abdullah Ganem, an eternally jovial grandfatherly figure. 

With geographically closer and more competitively priced ingredients and jars 

sorted out, we decided to give this business a shot.

Lubetzky had written a thesis in college, proposing that populations of 
people steeped in immovable conflict would be more committed to lasting 
peace when their economic interests were aligned. He writes:

Setting up ventures owned and staffed by people from groups in conflict gives 

them a reason not to fight, and, eventually, a reason not to hate one another. 

When people work together or trade with one another, three distinct benefits 

emerge. At a personal level they discover their shared humanity and shatter 

cultural stereotypes. At a business level, they gain a vested interest in preserving 

and cementing their relationship because they are benefitting one another 

economically. And at a regional level, success gives people a stake in the system.17

Lubetzky was never naïve about what his efforts could or could not accom-
plish. He wasn’t expecting small jars of sun-dried tomato spread to end 
decades of geopolitical conflict and generations of hatred. He simply believed 
it could be a start: “My little effort was always meant to build cooperation 
and collaboration, to give long-warring cultures peaceful and fruitful expe-
riences with one another. I simply wanted to build small bridges that could 
perhaps serve as foundations for larger ones in the future.”18

I’m guessing that any cross-divisional rivalries you face in your commu-
nity or organization don’t rise to the level of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
But take note of Lubetzky’s simple but profound theory that finding common 
ground and shared interest is where deep collaboration starts, and animos-
ity begins to fade.

Here’s what that might look like within your organization.
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Collaboration by Design

Building bridges across an organization, both structurally and culturally, 
requires hard work and sustained effort. Flashes in the pan of teamwork 
campaigns or diversity and inclusion workshops may heighten conscious-
ness, but rarely lead to lasting change. Here are two companies that provide 
exemplary models to follow.

Fewer industries are more homogenous than the construction industry, 
especially when it comes to gender diversity. Skanska, the Sweden-based 
global construction company, has set out to dramatically change its culture 
to be more inclusive and collaborative. To begin, they appointed Pia Hook 
as Vice-President of Culture for the global organization. Her mandate was 
to create a culture that, among other things, “cares for life” (valuing safety), 
and is “better together,” which is partly defined as, “We foster an inclusive 
culture where we are open and fair, showing trust and respect for each 
other.”19 Hook sees these values as deeply interconnected, with diversity as 
a key driver of safety. She writes:

We also see that diversity and inclusion impacts our safety performance by 

reinforcing a culture of care across demographic and professional differences as 

well as hierarchical levels. At Skanska safety is our number one priority: we can’t 

and won’t allow people to get hurt at our workplaces. Diversity and inclusion, 

not least a more gender-inclusive culture that challenges traditional macho 

behavior, will enable us to achieve our safety aspiration of zero accidents.20

Leaders across Skanska, starting from the top, participate in executive devel-
opment programs that put theory into practice to drive home desired 
behaviors. Segments designed to “make it real” force leaders to bring what 
they’ve learned back to their jobs, collaborating across the organization on 
six-month projects aimed at real business challenges. Hook writes:

Working in a cross-cultural-team with people from other Skanska business 

units, different time zones and with different professional backgrounds can be 

quite challenging. To facilitate the situation and promote learning, participants 

are supported in continuous reflection and dialogue on how the team is 

working, and how they collectively secure inclusion and high performance.21

One program even requires participants to undertake a year-long interna-
tional assignment to create a visceral experience of what it means to feel 
different. Hook notes:
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Apart from promoting learning from different business units, cross-cultural 

learning and networking, this gives the participants a first-hand experience of being 

different, being in a minority situation and being outside your comfort zone. It is 

our belief that this is an important experience that increases participants’ cultural 

sensitivity and ability to pick up on exclusionary behavior moving forward. In 

addition, it increases their ability to relate to others who are different.22

Skanska’s results are measurable. In their 2019 annual report,23 they state 
that 43 percent of their board of directors are now women, 84 percent of 
employees feel that they treat each other fairly and care for each other, and 
86 percent of employees feel that Skanska’s workplace is free of harassment 
and bullying. Building bridges across differences, be they organizational or 
demographic, is vital to creating a cohesive organization, and Skanska has 
put teeth behind their commitments.

Back in Chapter 5 I introduced you to Ed Townley, the CEO of Cabot 
Creamery who led the Vermont dairy cooperative to become a thriving, 
admired company. You’ll recall that when Townley started his run as CEO, 
the company was fairly fragmented: farmers had little understanding of the 
dairy business, and those on the business side were functionally focused on 
their respective tasks, with little need to understand the life of the farmer. 
Townley recognized that if he didn’t narrow the schisms between so many 
key partners, he wouldn’t be able to shift Cabot’s culture and grow the 
company. When it came to accomplishing this, he wasn’t afraid of making 
people uncomfortable in order to broaden their views of one another.

During our interview he shared numerous stories of how he created 
opportunities for lived experiences to build empathy and understanding 
across boundaries. Here are five examples he offered that vividly illustrate 
what stitching seams looks like in action. Like any great leader, Townley 
started from the top.

Connecting the Board with the Organization

To better understand the many intricacies of their business, the Cabot board 
decided to dedicate one afternoon of every monthly meeting to “learning 
something new.” Rather than just asking board members to make presenta-
tions about various issues, Townley felt it was important for them to 
experience the reality of the business, so he often traveled with them to 
Cabot plants to get up close and personal with their company and employ-
ees. “I could have just presented pictures of our equipment or given them a 
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report. But I needed them to see the business,” said Townley. “So, I took 
them out to the plants. And not just the cursory plant tour you give dignitar-
ies where everything is all cleaned up and polished. I’m talking about the 
plant tour where you go to see the boilers. The tour where you go to see 
rusty pipes. You go to see how many times things have been welded. That 
way, they really understand the capital needs of the company in full, whether 
we needed capital to replace equipment, or expand production capacity.”

Connecting Farmers to Grocers

To build a bridge between the dairy farmers that produced the milk and the 
grocery retailers that sold the cheese, Townley sent farmers on a bus to New 
York City to spend the day at a grocery store where Cabot Cheese was 
offered. At first, grocery store owners were skeptical about the idea of having 
farmers in their stores. But when they saw customers’ delighted reactions 
after speaking with the farmers, the initiative became a hit. The farmers 
stood outside the stores with signs that said, “Thank you for buying our 
cheese.” “In one afternoon, those farmers sold a week’s worth of cheese 
because they got a chance to tell their story, and once they tell their story, 
customers said things like, ‘I’m never going to buy another cheese. Your 
farm is 200 miles from here. For a New Yorker, that’s as local as I could ever 
hope for,’” said Townley.

Connecting Managers and Workers

As you may remember, Townley’s time as CEO began with the unpleasant 
task of removing several executives who’d been convicted of stealing from 
the company. One of the unfortunate side effects of such behavior is fear 
and distrust, especially between leaders and employees. So Townley knew 
that the command-and-control, “This is how we do things” style of leader-
ship needed to be replaced with a culture where leaders engaged supervisors 
and supervisors engaged shift workers, both up and down the hierarchy and 
across departments and shifts. “Supervisors now regularly ask shift managers 
about how to solve problems,” said Townley. “They’ve discovered the power 
in asking the simple question, ‘What do you think we should do?’ and the 
long list of ideas that you get when you ask the people that know best. We 
also made sure that when Shift One had a great idea, they found a way to 
make sure Shift Two could implement it. My intent was to make sure every-
one felt part of one empowered team. When a vice-president came to me 
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asking for authorization for a decision clearly in his purview, I said, ‘You’re a 
Vice-President in this company. Whose authorization could you possibly be 
looking for?’” By pushing decision making downstream and engaging every-
one in solving problems across the organization, Cabot found not only 
greater efficiencies, but more creative solutions and more engaged employees.

Connecting Cheese Masters and the Market

As the company grew, making more cheese than they ever had, their equip-
ment capacity was taxed to an extreme. This caused some growing pains, and 
Townley and his team saw quality beginning to slip: Cabot wasn’t winning 
competitions as frequently as they had in the past, and some of the cheese was 
starting to fail quality tests. To get a handle on this they brought their three 
cheese masters together, whose process in each of their three facilities showed 
“more variation than you would ever want,” said Townley. Historically, plant 
management didn’t want people from other plants “meddling” in their 
approaches, so the plants evolved using different equipment and methods. 
While perhaps well-meaning, this decentralized approach was clearly not 
sustainable. To decisively address the issue, Townley did something heretical 
in the cheese-making world: he brought in outside cheese experts to talk to the 
masters. “We knew they would be insulted but we had to do it,” said Townley. 
He told the cheese masters, “You’re going to be completely insulted that we’d 
bring somebody in from the University of Wisconsin, but we’ve got to come 
to grips with the fact that we’ve got three facilities making the same cheddar, 
and the quality of it is different. We’re just not getting the consistency across 
the board that we need, and you three are going to have to work together to 
figure out why.” When he recalled this incident to me, Townley grinned and 
added, “The reason it worked was because the three of them would rather 
work together than have somebody from the outside telling them what to do.” 
As it turned out, the outside experts offered ideas the masters could each 
apply, and they began collaborating regularly. Moreover, the head of manu-
facturing started meeting regularly with all three cheese masters rather than 
visiting each plant separately. The following year, which turned out to be 
Cabot’s 100th anniversary, they won more awards than they ever had.

Connecting Sales and Marketing

As Cabot’s product portfolio grew, Marketing began collecting more sophis-
ticated analytics on the market performance of each category, such as butter, 
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cultured products, and cheese. With each new set of insights, they saw new 
opportunities for the sales team to optimize Cabot’s customer base, product 
mix, and channels. The big question was what to do with this information. 
“The data group in Marketing was mining their data for all kinds of ideas, 
but when they threw it over the wall to sales, I’m not sure anybody seeing it 
lying on the ground knew what to do with it, much less cared what it said,” 
said Townley. Around this time, the head of the analytics group came and 
pitched Ed the idea of forming a “strategic product group” that would 
organize the P&Ls around single categories and products, very similar to 
how most mature consumer goods companies organize large portfolios of 
products. Each group would have a general manager responsible for a desig-
nated line of business. This was a radical departure from Cabot’s current 
way of operation. Wisely, Townley told him, “We’ll be ready for that in 
about five years. If we try and introduce that much change now, it will fail.” 
Introducing capabilities like data analytics to mature companies is fraught 
with risk for many reasons, mostly because it exposes the fact that you’ve 
fallen behind in something in which peer companies have advanced. The 
natural threat leads people to reflexively resist change. To avoid this outcome, 
Townley decided to start small, with a single product category—butter—
and build from there. So, Cabot appointed one strategic leader to manage 
the company’s butter business.

Early on, the people making the butter and the people selling the butter 
didn’t want to listen to the newly appointed leader. Townley stepped in and 
told everyone that if there was a conflict between them all, he would get 
involved, which put them on notice that he expected them to work together. 
The new butter leader spent many days on the butter line working side by 
side with the people making it, getting to know them personally and sharing 
what he was learning. “Getting to know the people is key. That’s how you 
earn their trust,” said Townley.

“It took about 18 months, but that next year we increased our butter 
revenues by $2 million by using the data to manage supply and demand 
more effectively with accurate forecasting and insights about our customers. 
And that’s when we decided to expand the approach to other product cate-
gories.” Townley’s leadership embodied Cabot’s value of collaboration, and 
by staying true to it, Townley—and Cabot—significantly improved the 
company’s performance. One of Cabot’s core values says, “Success stems 
from focusing on the common good rather than enrichment of certain 
groups. Great things come when people work together.”24
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For our 2014 book Rising to Power: The journey of exceptional execu-
tives,25 which I co-authored with Eric Hansen, we reported on data from a 
10-year longitudinal study we conducted on what made the most successful 
executives. We found that one key differentiator was a leader’s capacity for 
breadth, the ability to coherently bring together otherwise disparate parts of 
the organization and unify them into competitive capabilities. Ed Townley’s 
story is a masterclass in what breadth looks like in action.

If you want to be a leader like Ed Townley or Daniel Lubetzky, a leader 
who makes the whole of your organization greater than the sum of its parts, 
you need the courage of your convictions and a solid process to make it 
happen. Here again, progress over perfection still gains important ground. 
Our statistical models showed that a 25 percent improvement in cross-
departmental collaboration, as evidenced by employees making effective 
efforts to coordinate across organizational boundaries, led to a 17 percent 
improvement in honesty behaviors.

I suspect that as you read through this chapter, multiple broken seams 
within your own organization came to mind; for most of us, they’re certainly 
not hard to spot. Resolve that you will unify them into a greater story. Pick 
one and start stitching.

Get Busy: Connect People Across Seams

Honestly Identify Broken Connections

It’s easy to dismiss organizational border wars or rivalries as routine aspects 
of the workplace. Given this, the first step to resolving them is admitting 
where they exist. Where are there disconnects between you, your team, and 
key stakeholders across the organization that you know need attention? 
What would happen if those relationships were repaired and strengthened? 
How would you go about repairing them? How have you justified your 
contribution to the conflict, rationalizing why you’re “right” about what-
ever the challenges are? What would your cross-functional partners say 

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

If you had been on Ed’s team, where might you have resisted his approach? 

How would you have coached him? What would you have done differently?
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about you and your team? Prioritize the fraying seams you identify and put 
a plan in place to address each one.

Create Lived Experiences

Using Ed Townley’s example, where can you create the opportunity to “walk 
in another’s shoes?” How can you shift the cognitive experience of under-
standing the needs of key cross-functional partners to an emotional 
experience of empathizing with their world and challenges? Start by having 
your team spend a day or two shadowing those in another department with 
whom you must better collaborate and invite members of their team to do 
the same in your group. Use the process described above to facilitate a “seam 
stitching” work session together. Bring your team together and brainstorm 
visceral experiences you could create to strengthen your empathy for and 
understanding of partners with whom you need a stronger relationship.

Cultivate Belonging

As leaders, we naturally assume our people are at ease and feel connected 
to the team. After all, why wouldn’t they? But feeling comfortable is very 
different from having a sense of belonging. How well do your team members 
know each other? Do you sense some members holding back their ideas or 
participation? During your next few meetings, pay attention to whether 
everyone speaks, and the degree to which everyone listens. Do people 
respectfully challenge each other? Do you sense there is established trust on 
the team? What does everyone’s body language tell you? Are they making 
eye contact? Are they leaning in and nodding as they listen—or sitting back 
and looking away with folded arms? Do your best to assess each member’s 
sense of belonging. If you’re not confident the level of belonging among 
them is where you’d like it to be, consider a simple, anonymous survey 
asking them about trust and belonging on the team. Reflect on your own 
sense of belonging in the group. Do you feel safe to share your thoughts? 
Have you been vulnerable with them? Have you included them in difficult 
decisions? Admittedly, cultivating a sense of belonging is difficult and some-
times feels nebulous. For less emotionally inclined leaders, it may feel 
touchy-feely and unnecessary. (If that’s you, go back and reread the chapter, 
paying special attention to the data on belonging.) If you want the highest 
levels of performance from your team, a sense of belonging is table stakes.
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Shift Organizational Boundaries

Many leaders put organizational boundaries in place around specific aspects 
of work (like functions, specialized tasks, or core processes) and leave them 
there in perpetuity. Step back and ask yourself, “If I were designing my 
organization from scratch today, is this how I would group the work?” To 
paraphrase Peter Drucker, if you weren’t doing any parts of the work that 
you are doing today, would you start doing them now? If you answered no 
to either question, then you may have a more fundamental organization 
design issue beyond broken seams. Don’t shy away from rethinking the opti-
mal way to configure the work of your group. As part of the process, engage 
your team in an open conversation about the benefits and limitations of 
your current setup and see if there are ways to improve. Of course, don’t 
engage in change just for the sake of it—be sure you are solving the right 
organizational problems, and not just symptoms. If your assessment of 
broken seams reveals deeper organizational problems, then tackle those.

Now that we’ve covered how creating unity contributes to greater organi-
zational honesty, let’s make things more personal. Who are the people you 
most avoid working with? What if you could turn these adversaries into allies?

For our final chapter, let’s find out how you can.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

●● People of different cultures, backgrounds, and belief systems are able to 

unify across organizational boundaries when both their work and their 

relationships are designed for unity.

●● As organizations grow, work “divides,” fragmenting the organization and 

creating silos; leaders must continuously re-evaluate where they place 

boundaries between working groups to ensure that coordination and 

collaboration can happen seamlessly.

●● With today’s work culture focusing on high-performance collaboration, it is 

vital for leaders to create flexible boundaries around grouping choices as 

well as using coordination mechanisms to bring people together to fit the 

organization’s current needs.

●● If cross-functional collaboration is strong, organizations are six times more 

likely to have people tell the truth, behave fairly toward one another, and 

serve their shared interests before those of their own team.
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Turn “They’s” Into “We’s”
Set your intention: How can I more deeply connect  

with those whose differences I struggle with?

Hope From a Bigger Story

Los Angeles has a pronounced history of gang violence reaching back to the 
1940s, where Black youth migrated from the South to California looking for 
employment opportunities in the booming war industries like building 
aircraft. Gangs proliferated through the 1950s and 1960s as racial unrest 
spread through the United States. By 1996, Los Angeles County had 274 
gangs, 225 of which were located in just six predominantly Black 
communities—Los Angeles, Compton, Athens, Inglewood, Carson, and Long 
Beach.1 In 2015, more than 60 percent of homicides in Los Angeles County 
were gang-related. Two of the most notorious rivaling LA gangs are the Crips 
(initially Cribs, but they carried canes and were nicknamed “crips,” short for 
cripples) and the Bloods. It’s estimated that among the two gangs, there are 
50,000–60,000 members across the United States. Roberto “News” Smith 
was born in 1985 in Compton, California. By the time he was 11, he was well 
on his way to joining the Bloods. In the mid-1980s and 1990s, Compton was 
one of the city’s hotbeds of gang activity, and News, like many other kids 
growing up in the depressed area, was not immune to its temptations. “When 
you’re a kid, gangbanging looks fun,” he says. “You see older kids you look 
up to and want to imitate. With the music, or getting into a little trouble, it 
makes you feel cool. My brothers were already in the gang, so it just made 
sense for me. But then when I was in tenth grade, two of my close friends were 
shot in gang fights. That’s when things go from fun and games to just being 
bad. You think, ‘Do I have to carry a gun now just to be safe? I know the cops 
won’t keep me safe.’”2

219
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Malachi Jenkins, born in 1986 also in Compton, had become involved 
with the Crips by the time he was nine. Jenkins, whose gang nickname is 
“Spank,” says growing up in his “hood” was rough. “Even as a little kid, I 
always knew drugs, prostitution, and gangbangers were right outside my 
front door. Walking to school, you just learned to walk over dead bodies in 
the ally. You eventually just got numb to the pain. When I was in eighth 
grade, one of my best friends Leon was killed by some Bloods. That’s when 
things felt serious to me. When you have to ditch school just to go to your 
friend’s funeral, that’s when you start to see how much things suck.”

For many of their formative years, Spank and News were in and out of 
jail—for drug possession, joyriding, petty theft. Their lives were turbulent 
and full of danger. News says, “Being in jail, even just for a few months at a 
time, was the hardest part of all of it. You see hardcore life on the inside.” 
Once Spank even got arrested because a rookie cop needed to get trained on 
how to book someone.

By all accounts, News and Spank should have hated each other. At the 
peak of their respective gangs’ rivalry, you could get shot just for being seen 
wearing the color (blue for Crips, red for Bloods) of the “other” gang. And 
the street code for both gangs was clear: if you kill one of mine, I’ll kill one 
of yours. During the height of gang war in the 1990s, the notion of befriend-
ing someone from a rival gang was unheard of. Beyond their differing gang 
affiliations, being born Black in poor, gang- and drug-infested neighborhoods 
meant a higher likelihood of early death, permanent incarceration, and 
chronic physical and mental health issues. Statistically, one if not both of 
them should be dead. By any measure, the odds of these two surviving their 
bleak worlds, much less becoming friends across gangs, were slim to none.

The two first crossed paths in 2004, at a Fourth of July party. They’d 
heard of each other through mutual friends, and connected after realizing 
they each liked the same girls. Spank says, “I hit on one of the girls News 
liked at that party without even knowing it.” Because their respective neigh-
borhoods didn’t have any major conflicts between them, crossing that divide 
from rival gangs was slightly less risky. But, News said, “If our hoods had 
any serious beefing with each other or bad history, you couldn’t really make 
friends with someone from the other hood.” Spank said, “We could have just 
as easily wound up as enemies and hating each other. And maybe our differ-
ent gangs could have made that worse. But we chose to be friends. We didn’t 
see all the ways we were different. Instead, we saw all the things we had in 
common that may not have been as obvious at first.” Their common taste in 
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women would set these two members of rival gangs on a path of friendship 
that would change both their lives. Eventually.

When Spank was 18, he was in a car with several friends in a high-speed 
chase with police. His friends shot at the police. Spank was the last one 
caught, and the police brutally beat him. Since he wasn’t the shooter, the 
charge of attempted murder of a police officer was dropped. When he got 
out of jail, he returned to Compton. One day, when he was 21, he saw a 
commercial on TV for a culinary school in Las Vegas. Tired of being harassed 
by the cops, cycling in and out of jail, and not making any money, he thought 
to himself, “That might be respectable.” He called his mom and asked what 
she thought about the idea of him going to cooking school. She enrolled him 
the next day.

After cooking school, Spank moved to Portland, Oregon and started 
cooking for friends at parties, making a reputation for himself as an excep-
tional chef. Eventually, in 2011, he returned to Compton and reconnected 
with News, and the two tried their hand at several businesses. At the time 
they didn’t have much money for eating out, but Spank would bring out his 
cooking skills and cook five-star meals for the two of them with whatever 
groceries they scraped together.

One day in 2013, while at News’s grandmother’s house, the two of them 
cooked up some chicken and rice enchiladas and beans, took tantalizing 
photographs of the food, and shared them on Instagram, letting Spank’s 
many followers know it was available. Before long there were lines around 
the block to get that food. “We served it in those little cardboard trays with 
compartments, like in school, and we sold it with a one-dollar bottle of 
water,” said News. The enthusiastic response told them they were onto 
something, and the two of them decided to open a food business together.

In the early days, just finding a consistent place to cook was a major 
obstacle. Between News’s grandmother’s house and Spank’s mother’s house, 
they would cook large volumes of what became their signature dishes, 
enchiladas and beans, and their specialty “pineapple bowls”—a half a pine-
apple hollowed out with rice, barbequed spiced chicken, topped with 
chunked pineapple, and a spiced sauce. Whenever they posted on Instagram, 
neighborhood residents came in droves, lining up to buy their culinary offer-
ings. The neighborhood started calling them “Trap Kitchen” due to the 
volume of people coming and going at all hours from wherever they were 
cooking (a “trap house” being slang for a place where illegal drugs are sold). 
Once the cops, suspicious of what was going on, stopped to check in on the 
duo. When they heard “It’s food, not drugs,” they moved on.
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Their differences made them a good team, with complementary talents: 
News was skilled at making money (the drug trade gave him financial skills 
and effective lessons in how to successfully market and distribute products) 
and Spank built a strong social media platform that attracted an increasing 
number of followers lured by the pictures of his cooking.

And like that, Trap Kitchen was officially launched. “We wanted to make 
good, healthy, affordable food available to people in our neighborhood who 
could never afford to get it in a restaurant,” says News. In the early years, 
figuring out how to get food supplies and which meals sold and which didn’t, 
dealing with their grandmother’s and mother’s complaining landlords, and 
just trying to stay afloat with cashflow were all obstacles they—like so many 
budding restauranteurs—had to overcome. By 2014, however, they hit a small 
but important milestone: they were able to purchase their first food truck.

In 2016, News and Spank took Trap Kitchen on a national tour to cities 
like San Francisco, Portland, Chicago, New York, and Atlanta. Along the 
way they received major media coverage, appearing at food festivals and 
concerts in those cities. People waited in line for two to three hours to get a 
taste of the food that had garnered a reputation for being gourmet quality 
and absolutely delicious.

Today, Trap Kitchen has seven food trucks, one brick-and-mortar restau-
rant in Portland, and more than 30 employees. It’s even caught the attention 
of major celebrities; the likes of Snoop Dog, Martha Stewart, Kobe Bryant, 
Justin Bieber, Nicki Minaj, Ice Cube, Kevin Hart, and Kanye West and Kim 
Kardashian are just a few of the rich and famous who’ve had Trap Kitchen 
curate custom feasts for their private events.

Success hasn’t gone to their heads. News and Spank are still grounded by 
their roots and continue to “keep it real.” Both men readily admit they have 
their squabbles, but their differences now pale in comparison to what 
they’ve come to love and admire about one another over their 16-year 
friendship. Through the entire journey, the men have remained committed 
to their unlikely friendship across gang lines and recognize how special it is. 
“We are like family,” says Spank. “We fight like brothers. But we love each 
other, and this is forever. We have been there for each other and had each 
other’s backs and nothing is ever going to change that.” News says about 
Spank, “I love his ambition. It inspires me to want more.” And Spank says 
about News, “He is the most reliable person in my life. When I can’t, or 
don’t want to do something, I know he will be there for me.”

News wants their friendship to stand as an example of perseverance and 
commitment to other Black men from their neighborhood, especially those 
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who have been incarcerated. “We won’t ‘go Hollywood’ because we created 
this for our people,” he says. “Sure, we want to grow big and have Trap 
Kitchens in every city one day. We want to create jobs for people. Make 
them bosses. Make them feel part of something special. But we won’t sell 
out our brand. We won’t lose the quality of our food. We want to have a 
five-star restaurant one day. We want to be in resorts. We want people to see 
that if you want to pursue something, do it with all of your heart and never 
give up on it.” For all these reasons, they’ve translated TRAP into an acro-
nym as part of their brand: “Take Risks And Prosper.”

Today, News is a father of five kids and Spank has one son. As committed 
dads, they are more aware of the example they now set. “I want young Black 
men to believe that there’s more ways out of gang life besides becoming a 
famous rapper or sports star,” says News. “You can do something meaning-
ful in many ways with your life. We want to be mentors and coaches for our 
community. We want our story to inspire people to be kind to others, to 
reinvent yourself when you have to, and to believe that anything is possible.” 
Their story presents a stunning example of what it means to choose to turn 
others who might have readily been an adversary into an ally, and when you 
do, what you can create together that you never could have apart.

The only way to stitch the seams of any organization, community or 
relationship is if those on each side of that seam reach across and join forces, 
despite their differences, as News and Spank so remarkably did.

But for many, especially in today’s bitterly polarized environment, making 
that choice doesn’t come easy.

Facing Our Tribal Instincts

The concept of tribalism has been discussed extensively by social psycholo-
gists and researchers in the wake of political schisms like the ones we are 
seeing in the United States with severe partisanship, and in Great Britain, 
with Brexit—the UK’s decision to leave the European Union. The story goes 
that human beings, having evolved from hunter-gatherers, are predisposed 
to align closely with others in their tribe for safety and survival. This is seen 
as especially true in times of war and cross-tribal conflicts which, unfortu-
nately, seem to be increasing with each new year.

But here’s the rub: there is no neuroscientific or genetic evidence to actually 
suggest our tribalism is hardwired. What is hardwired, though—as we 
discussed in Chapters 7 and 8—is our innate hunger to belong and our fierce 
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protection of that belonging once it’s achieved. As we explored, there are 
many benefits to establishing an inviolate sense of belonging. But one of the 
unfortunate byproducts of strong tribal ties is the inherent expectation of 
conformity that comes with it. To protect our sense of well-being, and the 
allegiance we’ve pledged to our tribe, we stop questioning any facts or beliefs 
the tribe favors. Any views that contradict our tribe’s, along with the evidence 
that supports those oppositional views, are dismissed as wrong and offensive, 
and often lead to outrage. For an example of this phenomenon in action, 
consider how easily made-up news stories spread. If someone your tribe 
admires, or a respected leader of your tribe, presents a viewpoint, there’s no 
reason to question it—especially if it is meant to malign a perceived “enemy.” 
In 2016, for example, an armed North Carolina man walked into a Washington, 
DC, pizza restaurant to investigate what he believed to be a criminal sex traf-
ficking ring operating out of the establishment’s non-existent basement. The 
supposed “PizzaGate” plot came to light in conspiracy-pushing right-wing 
corners of the internet, which linked the ring to high-ranking Democratic 
officials whose hacked emails allegedly revealed coded messages via pizza 
toppings that proved their involvement.3

Once debunked, such stories are dismissed as utterly ludicrous and with 
them, those who spread or entertained them as plausible. But consider that 
before any official debunking, millions may have privately wondered, “Is it 
possible . . . ?” That’s how tribalism works: if you’re already predisposed to 
“hate” Democratic elites, as the right-wing conspiracy theorists promoting 
PizzaGate were, you’re not going to be inclined to question a story that your 
team promotes, regardless of how outlandish it seems. This is especially true 
if there are verifiable real-life incidents that have disturbing similarities to 
the promoted story—in this case, the saga of Jeffrey Epstein,4 an alleged 
billionaire child sex trafficker who supplied underaged children to the rich 
and famous. If that’s true, why couldn’t a secretly coded message involving 
ordering pizzas with specific toppings be the way such depraved people got 
their evil jollies?

No one is immune to the impulse to want to believe, especially when the 
need to belong is threatened. At the center of our tribal need to belong and 
ready acceptance of the beliefs of the tribe we’ve embraced is the cognitive 
bias known as confirmation bias. A cognitive bias is a “shortcut” that our 
brain creates when making sense of the world. It’s our brain’s energy-
conservation mechanism, a way to work less when processing the large 
amounts of information it takes in. There are many types of cognitive biases. 
One of the most pronounced, confirmation bias, occurs when our brains 



TURN “THEY’S” INTO “WE’S” 225

filter out any information that contradicts what we’re already prone to 
believe and instead goes looking for supporting data that reinforces the 
conclusions we’re predisposed to draw.5

Think about the times you have drawn erroneous conclusions that later 
proved false but which you felt convinced were true. For example, you’re 
feeling uneasy around your boss when she gives a plum assignment to your 
peer, someone whose flagrant self-interest you resent. Your peer’s gloating 
only fuels your insecurity. “Why wasn’t I offered the assignment?” is the 
refrain looping in your mind. You convince yourself it’s a signal your boss is 
losing confidence in your work, especially since he told you in your last 
review that you needed to take on harder projects. You spend days fretting 
over it, perhaps to the point of hunting on LinkedIn for another job. You 
later learn your boss had nothing to do with offering the assignment—your 
colleague went and asked for it. You could have done the same thing. Or 
maybe you’re in a meeting where a member of another department whose 
past analyses you’ve questioned and found to be flawed is presenting. You 
immediately start hunting for the mistakes you’ve become conditioned to 
expect. When they don’t appear, you assume he’s just done a better job of 
hiding them. After the meeting, he pulls you aside and thanks you for all the 
helpful feedback you’ve offered him on past presentations, suggesting that it 
forced him to double down on his preparation and work that much harder 
on this one. Confirmation bias often operates in our subconscious, so we’re 
not even aware of its presence. And that makes these kinds of cognitive blind 
spots that much more dangerous. Our judgments of those in other tribes, or 
“them,” are so instinctive we don’t realize who or what we’re rejecting, or 
even why. But when we’re on the receiving end of being “the other,” and 
judged by another’s bias, we are acutely aware of being the outsider.

And understandably, we don’t like it.

Being Othered

Othering is the act of treating someone or some group as intrinsically alien. 
It’s the process of exaggerating perceived differences, condemning those differ-
ences, and justifying the shunning of the person or group. Unfortunately, 
othering is all too easy, especially thanks to the technological wonders of the 
internet and social media platforms (more on that in just a bit). In my humble 
opinion, othering is one of the most cancerous issues of the 21st century—
virtually every conflict between nations, regions, ethnicities, departments, and 
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families has at its core one or more dimensions of group-based difference. 
From military conflicts between nations to rivalries between gangs, from 
resource conflicts between regions in a company to estrangement between 
siblings, the condemning finger of “othering” fractures our world. This is 
where our confirmation biases become so toxic, as they swiftly and eagerly 
collect mountains of “data” to support our othering of those perceived to be 
unlike us.

And nothing brings that into sharper focus than being on the receiving 
end of it.

Years ago, I was representing my consulting firm as one of three “final-
ists” vying for a major engagement with a global personal care products 
company. The woman leading the effort, Gabrielle, was French, but assigned 
to lead a large division of the company located in the United States. She was 
the prospective client who would select the final consulting firm. I had to 
wait in the same lobby area as the other two finalists, who, as it turns out, 
were women. I was presenting last. I watched as Gabrielle walked out the 
first presenter, signaled a warm farewell to her, reiterated the next steps in 
the process, and then proceeded to cordially welcome the next candidate. 
Each of us was told to prepare for a 45–60-minute meeting, which was to 
include a 20–25-minute presentation describing how we could respond to 
the company’s challenge and request for help, followed by a conversation 
with Gabrielle and her team. More than 90 minutes passed by before 
Gabrielle and the second presenter emerged from the conference room 
laughing and amiably bidding each other goodbye, with Gabrielle again 
saying she’d be in touch.

Then, as if someone had abruptly turned the temperature arctic, Gabrielle 
turned to me, stern and curt, and gestured toward the conference room 
with a terse, “This way, please.” There was no hospitable greeting, no apol-
ogy for keeping me waiting. As it would with any consultant, my mind 
went ablaze with all kinds of angst and explanations for what was going 
on. Had she already made up her mind, making my presentation obligatory 
at best, but ultimately futile? Had I done or said something in the process 
up to this point that offended her? Had she just gotten some horrible news 
from her family or irritating email from her boss? I felt my mind simultane-
ously grasping for answers while letting go of any hope of landing the 
engagement.

I entered the conference room and did the compulsory introductions and 
handshakes with the other team members. I set up my laptop, pulled up my 
presentation, and signaled I was ready to begin when they were. Gabrielle 
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nodded for me to start. Then she picked up her cell phone and started read-
ing something. The longer she ignored me, the more frustrated I became. 
Did I pause and offer to wait, risking her embarrassment, or just keep going? 
I trudged on. Because my belief in forming high-quality consulting relation-
ships begins with the premise of help first, sell later, I only had four slides to 
present, the last of which was a series of questions for the team to engage 
about their stated challenge. My hope is always to offer real value at the 
outset, whether I’m hired or not, to at least give prospective clients a taste of 
what working together might feel like. The other members of Gabrielle’s 
team engaged with cautious enthusiasm, took copious notes, and said how 
helpful they found my presentation. But throughout, they kept glancing 
Gabrielle’s way to watch for any signals of disapproval. She was silent.

When the conversation transitioned to asking me questions, the others 
had basic queries about my experience with similar organizational challenges 
and how our firm worked. Gabrielle then chimed in. In an almost irritated 
tone, she asked, “So tell me why you think you’re the best qualified for this 
job. Why should we hire you?” This is a common question that prospective 
clients ask, so it didn’t catch me off guard—it was the way she asked it that 
did. I knew how I answered the question would matter. I was feeling defen-
sive, put off by what felt like inhospitable rudeness, and suspicious of the 
entire process. I was quickly drawing conclusions about her, and why she’d 
be a terrible client to work with. I was feeling othered by her, concocted into 
some alternative version of myself, and fast returning the favor toward her in 
my mind. I decided that, to be sure I could leave with my head held up, I 
needed to be honest. I responded, “Well honestly, Gabrielle, from the looks of 
things, it appears that you’ve already decided that you shouldn’t hire me, so 
I’m not sure what I can say that would change your mind.”

She looked indignant and caught. Her team was clearly taken aback, but 
not entirely surprised.

“Excuse me?” she responded.
“Forgive me for being forthright, but for any potential consulting rela-

tionship to get off on the right foot, candor has to be at the foundation,” I 
responded, trying my hardest to keep my tone polite. “It’s hard not to 
compare the warmth and friendliness with which you engaged the first two 
presenters with the sudden—what I can only characterize as indifference—
that you’ve shown me. You’ve been on your cell phone most of my 
presentation, you haven’t smiled or asked any questions, and while there 
could be any number of legitimate explanations for the sudden change, I’m 
certainly not inclined to conclude that I’m your top choice. If I’ve done or 
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said something to offend you, you have my sincere apology. But before I can 
genuinely answer your question about why I’d be a good choice for you and 
your company, I’d love to hear if my observations have any merit.”

She paused for what felt like the longest 15 seconds of my life. I was 
distracted by how tightly she was wringing her hands and the shade of red 
the side of her neck had turned. She asked her team members to excuse us 
and they left the room. I could only hope the sweat wasn’t showing through 
my shirt.

“OK, fine. I’ll be candid as well. The other two consultants were women 
from Europe. I’d hoped your firm would send one of your senior women to 
present. My experience with American consultants that are men has always 
been shyster salesmen who promise you the moon, and then bait and switch 
with junior people who actually do the work. They are only interested in 
saying whatever the prospect wants to hear to close the deal, not in adding 
any value. So, forgive my prejudice, but your gamesmanship of trying to 
come across as helpful during your presentation to avoid looking like that 
type of consultant only confirmed my misgivings. To be blunt, it felt manip-
ulative and a little slimy.”

There it was. I had been vilified and objectified by someone who didn’t 
know me. I was a walking caricature in her mind and had been pigeonholed 
before I walked in the door. In some ways I was relieved to know the truth. 
But it hurt to be maligned as someone so different than who I really am. My 
Greatest Hits reel of past rejections and misjudgments played in the back of 
my mind. I wanted to lash back with a razor-sharp cutdown of her arro-
gance and hypocrisy that had already formed on the tip of my tongue. I was 
ready to burn the bridge and enjoy telling her off.

Even still, there was part of me that empathized with her. Her behavior 
signaled she was afraid of what this project entailed, and perhaps she felt out 
of her depth leading it. That she sent her team, who were obviously scared of 
her, out of the room clued me in that her sense of control was threatened in 
some way. Confessing her biases told me that at some point in her life, she’d 
likely had a painful experience with men in positions of authority. In essence, 
I suspected at least some of what was happening had nothing to do with me. 
The tug of war between my angrily bruised feelings and my professional 
empathy was at a dead heat. My response took us both by surprise.

I broke out into laughter. And I don’t mean a little chuckle—a big belly 
laugh.

The vast contradiction between her honesty and her wildly misguided 
analysis struck me as funny. Her mouth opened and her eyebrows 
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furrowed in disbelief as she watched me compose myself. When I did, 
feeling I had nothing more to lose anyway, I told her that of all of the 
legitimate things she could have accused me of, she’d be laughing too if 
she knew how far from who I actually am her characterization was. I said, 
“I may be a lot of things, but the last thing I would ever do is tell my 
clients what they want to hear.” I went on to tell her how proud I and my 
firm are of the lasting client relationships we have built because we are 
dedicated to their success and telling them the truth when those around 
them won’t. I also explained that we aren’t the right fit for every client. I 
reminded her that the project she was embarking on was fraught with 
political risk (she’d told me that herself). I urged her to select a partner 
not based on feeling comfortable or whatever she thought “hard work-
ing” meant, but to choose a consultant she would be confident would tell 
her the truth when things went sideways; someone she couldn’t intimi-
date the way she clearly intimidated her team. And lastly, I suggested she 
pick a partner she would say helped her stretch and grow as an executive, 
not just someone who seemed similar.

By the time I finished she had softened a bit, and she was more gracious 
as we parted ways. I genuinely wished her all the best with the project; since 
I didn’t get the “I’ll be in touch” sendoff, I expected it was the last time we 
would speak. I left hoping I had been true to my principle of help first, sell 
later, though the “helping” was far from what I would have expected. To be 
sure, she now knew what working with the real me was like, even if it wasn’t 
what she was looking for.

To my astonishment, she decided it was. She called me two weeks later 
and offered me the engagement. In an early conversation at the project’s 
outset, she said she’d shared my comments with her team, and they helped 
her see that while she might be uncomfortable working with us at times, my 
firm would be the best partner because our relationship would help her 
model the very change the project hoped to inspire among employees. The 
project’s title? “Building a culture that welcomes disagreement.”

WALK IN MY SHOES

If you had been in my situation, what would you have done? How do you tend 

to respond to people like Gabrielle? Anything you would have coached me to do 

differently?
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Granted, most stories of othering don’t go this way. Most, sadly, allow 
mutual misjudgments to prevail as truth and relationships drift into estrange-
ments. We’ve all been “othered” at some point in our lives. From playground 
bullying and cruel teasing in childhood, to the horrific years of adolescence 
and our bodies and hormones wreaking havoc on us, to the early years of 
our career trying to find our path in the world—there is not a season of life 
in which our fragile sense of self does not meet the nasty reality of someone 
else’s ostracizing cruelty.

These experiences can either harden or soften our hearts toward those 
different from us. Unfortunately, our brain’s default choice is to harden. The 
cold fact about confirmation bias is that once we “other” someone, our 
brains go on scavenger hunts for data to justify our othering. Think about 
those in your organization, or life, with whom you have a strained relation-
ship. What labels have you put on “them” to defend your othering? What 
data have you collected to bolster your case? How do you suspect they 
characterize their experiences of you?

Unless we are willing to re-examine our preponderance of evidence that 
has tried and convicted someone as the uncooperative colleague, the selfish 
friend, the demanding coworker, the meddling boss, the rude neighbor, the 
uncaring sister, the flaming liberal, the arrogant conservative, the lazy son, 
the corrupt leader—all evidence that has convinced us beyond certainty that 
we are right—we consign potential transformational relationships to a 
condemned “they.” Even when our data has fragments of truth within it, if 
we never question it, or actively seek disconfirming data, we perpetuate the 
fragmentation of our organizations, communities, and families. Gabrielle 
was certain I was who she concluded I was. She collected limited data and 
added it to the impressive collection of evidence her confirmation bias had 
stored up over the years, and used all of it to peg me as the manipulative, 
self-serving consultant trying to close a deal no matter what.

We all do this. And while we are certain our data and conclusions are 
right, we indignantly protest when those fingers come pointing back at us. 
Being othered often fuels the confirmation biases that allow us to shun 
others. So goes the vicious cycle of othering.

Suspending disbelief and favoring empathy toward those we’ve deemed 
“they” is a choice. Granted, often a hard one when we’ve accumulated well-
defended contempt toward them. But a choice, nonetheless.

And when we find the courage to make that choice, “they’s” become 
“we’s,” and the outcome is remarkable.
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The Courageous Act of De-Othering

Riaz Patel is a two-time Emmy-nominated TV executive producer at Axial 
Entertainment. He is a Pakistani immigrant. He is Muslim. And he is gay. 
Between 2016 and 2020 I’ve interviewed Patel multiple times for articles 
I’ve written and to follow his story and learn what reaching across dividing 
differences really looks like. Patel has lived a life of being othered, but 
despite this has emerged as one of the most compassionate, insightful 
authorities on the topic of bridging people across ideological, political, and 
racial divides, among other polarizing circumstances.

“I never had a group to fully belong to,” Patel told me. “In the Muslim 
world, I was the gay one. In the American world, I was the Muslim or the 
immigrant. In the Pakistani world, I was the American. In the gay world, I 
am the minority one. There is nowhere I can go where I am the majority one. 
I have always been the ‘other.’ Growing up, there was no aspect of me that I 
was not conscious of trying to play down or hide or excuse or explain.”6

Patel immigrated from Pakistan when he was a young child. During the 
’70s, immigration policies were particularly unfriendly, and his father, a 
British-trained surgeon, wasn’t able to find work easily in the United States 
unless he was willing to repeat his residency, which he could not because he 
needed to work to provide for his family. The Patels settled in poor rural 
areas of West Virginia, then Maryland, as qualified doctors were in scant 
supply there. Speaking about formative childhood moments where his 
differences came into (harsh) view, he offered this difficult recollection:

As my father started to earn a little extra money, to help my mom, who was 

raising three young kids, we hired a housekeeper. She had a son, Mikey, who 

was my age. She asked if she could bring him to play with me, and my mom 

said, “Of course, bring him!” So, Mikey became my first friend. At one point, 

one of my Dad’s patients had given him a crucifix to thank him for saving his 

life, and as a remembrance of that, we had it hanging on our wall. For two 

years, our housekeeper naturally assumed we were Catholic. But after two 

years, she found out we were Muslim. She immediately gave notice and told my 

mom, “I can’t come into your house anymore.” And I never saw Mikey again.

Patel also told me about an incident that happened when he was nine and in 
the third grade. At the Catholic school he attended he had wanted to be the 
milk monitor—the person who went to the cafeteria, collected milk, and 
passed it out to their class. One day, as he was gathering the milk in the 
large, walk-in refrigerator, a second grader and a fifth grader came in, shoved 
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him against the wall, and in a derogatory tone referred to him as an Iranian. 
Then they shut the door with him in the refrigerator. “I was shocked. I 
remember thinking, ‘I’m not even who you think I am. I’m not from Iran. 
I’m from another side of the border.’” Patel’s voice cracked as he recalled the 
story. “It’s all still very fresh if I think about it.”

Then he discussed the implications of being gay in a Muslim family. “Not 
only am I in an Eastern family and I’m gay, I’m the last male of my family 
with two sisters and nine female cousins. And so, my only responsibility is 
to get married and have children, which at the time was not possible. There 
was no place I could go and be myself.”

Being “other” didn’t end as an adult. Patel lived in New York City on 
9/11. He recalls his experience in the aftermath of the attack:

I lived downtown. I watched the Towers fall from the roof of my building. I 

remember the ash and the smoke and the smell. It was gruesome. Some friends 

of mine and I didn’t know what to do and since my dad was a doctor, I thought, 

“If there are injuries, we should go stand in line and donate blood.” St. Vincent’s 

hospital was right down the street, and we went and stood in line. It was the 

morning of September 12th. I could feel the mood in the line shifting around me. 

At first, I thought maybe it was just in my head. Then, someone got in my face 

and said, “We should go and fucking kill your family.” Others chimed in with 

similar comments. I’d never seen such blatant hate in the daylight of New York 

City, a block from my own home. My friends got me out of there and for the next 

few weeks, they took turns walking with me wherever I needed to go. We were 

hanging out in the local bar we always went to together. The bartender, who knew 

me, came up and said, “I hate to do this, but some people are uncomfortable. I’m 

afraid you’ll have to go.” I understood his predicament, so I left.

These are just some of Patel’s life experiences that have shaped his profound 
understanding of what it’s like being an “other.” But while many would—
not unreasonably—turn hardhearted and bitter, shutting the world out, 
Patel’s response was determination to bridge divides:

Sometimes people would take a swing at me and I couldn’t tell what they were 

swinging at. Was it the gay thing? Was it the Muslim thing? Was it the immigrant 

thing? Was it the Pakistani thing? I started asking myself, “Who is really the 

other? What do they think of me? What is the difference between me and them? 

How does that wall between us and them change as news happens and culture 

happens?” And that has been the story of my life. I had to make the choice, “I 

can either be angry or I can try and navigate this gap and stitch up who you 

think I am to who I really am.” And that’s what I’ve spent my life doing.



TURN “THEY’S” INTO “WE’S” 233

Just before the 2016 presidential election, Patel realized that the only infor-
mation he was getting already supported his political views. He never saw 
content in his news feeds that offered contradictory perspectives. Bothered 
by this echo chamber, he started listening to call-in news radio shows with 
very different political persuasions so he could hear firsthand the pain, 
concerns, and questions of those who saw the world differently. During one 
show, he heard about the plight of fishermen in rural Alaska and some of the 
economic challenges they faced. He thought to himself, “How are we ever 
going to hear anything different than our own views if we don’t put ourselves 
in the face of those views?”

So, he decided to hear the “other” side out. Patel, his husband, and their 
seven-month-old daughter got on a plane and flew to Ketchikan, Alaska, to 
see if he could meet people he knew saw the world differently than he did. He 
was very deliberate about going before the election, and to get beyond the 
labels and rancorous name-calling that had so strongly intensified leading up 
to it. “I was shocked at all of the hatred at one another,” said Patel. “At the 
time, I didn’t know any political conservatives voting for Trump. The vile 
hatred from the progressives toward them was strange. I thought, ‘They can’t 
all be evil. They can’t all be xenophobic, racist, homophobic people. That’s 
just not how the world works in my experience. There just aren’t entire towns 
of people who are evil. I want to know what I’m missing.’”

After Patel and his family arrived in Ketchikan, they went to a local diner 
and ordered breakfast. Patel struck up conversations with the waitress, a 
local fisherman, and then a candidate running for local office. He wanted to 
know about their lives, about their struggles in Alaska. He learned about the 
challenges of the fishing industry, the privatization of the lumber industry, 
how Alaskan citizens have “ownership” in their state through an annual oil 
dividend, and some of the difficulties imposed on them by the policies of the 
Clinton and Obama administrations. He also posed some hard questions to 
them, like, “I fear that you look at me as a Muslim and assume I’m a radical 
or a terrorist. Am I wrong?” To his delight, he found his interview subjects 
hospitable, engaging, and accepting. He flew home with an entirely different 
understanding and compassion for people he never knew. “If I were in their 
shoes, I would have voted for Trump too,” he told me.

The experience changed Patel’s life. Soon after his trip, he struck up a 
friendship with Glenn Beck, the host of the conservative TV network 
BlazeTV. They began hosting talk shows to showcase their relationship 
across their differences. They hosted live conversations about controversial 
issues like gun control, with guests from the NRA as well as non-profits 
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started by mothers whose children had been killed by gun violence. Patel 
began to see a pattern among people with radically different views from one 
another. As they learned more about each other’s views, they became more 
open. Their reflexive impulse to reject someone and their views softened. It 
wasn’t that they necessarily agreed, but they understood—and therefore 
respected and accepted—those they’d previously vilified.

Patel flew to Saudi Arabia in 2018 to work directly with HRH Princess 
Reema, a member of the Saudi royal family and the current Saudi ambas-
sador to the United States. While there he created TV programs, workshops, 
and personal development materials for the country’s 10 million women. 
His work was focused on helping them develop their personal identity and 
sense of self as they begin pursuing new opportunities, careers, and dreams 
as equal citizens. As a gay Muslim man, going to a nation that outlaws 
homosexuality was no small risk.

Today, Patel hosts a regular program on YouTube called “Four Chairs.” 
In each episode he gathers three people with radically different perspectives 
on controversial issues, and facilitates a discussion during which partici-
pants are exposed to conflicting views, often for the first time. The goal isn’t 
to help them reach agreement, but to find common ground where they didn’t 
expect to, and to discover common humanity amidst the areas where they 
fundamentally differed. So far he’s dealt with the topics of racial inequality, 
police brutality, protesting, and monument removal, and his guests have 
included members of the Black community, police officers, activists, and 
both people who’ve been shot at and those who’ve fired shots. During the 
conversations Patel serves as the moderator, or “fourth chair.” He says 
having an odd number of guests helps avoid a false binary that splits them 
into two non-negotiable camps. Three people forces the conversation to 
enter the territory of nuance, the “grey” area away from immovable, black-
and-white thinking. It forces people to “shift chairs” and see the world 
through someone else’s eyes. As the “fourth chair,” Patel serves as neutral 
ground and an empathetic moderator. Each conversation begins by having 
all the guests find common ground—childhood memories, favorite movies 
and foods, etc.—to break the ice and establish a shared humanity. That sets 
the stage for the conversation to move safely into exploring differences.

In October 2020 I was privileged to be one of the guest panelists on the 
episode “How not to lose your mind during the election.” The focus wasn’t 
the politics of the election, but rather the polarization it was causing. My 
fellow panelists, a Black political communications consultant from Capitol 
Hill and a White female pediatrician, explored our differing (and discovered 
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our common) perspectives about misinformation, political competence, and 
the motivations of candidates.

If there is a controversial subject that has polarized people, Patel has 
dropped himself into the middle of it. His early suffering caused by being 
othered has motivated his intense desire to bring people together across 
their differences, many of which are just perceived and informed by bad or 
incomplete information. People’s unwitting ignorance about different 
perspectives is often fed to them by the content they consume, which they 
frequently fail to realize isn’t random.

WALK IN THEIR SHOES

What experiences of being othered have you had like Patel? Have you 

(consciously or not) done things to “other” someone? What aspects of Patel’s 

approach would you want to emulate?

Patel recalls flying from Texas to Washington D.C. He said he was watching 
the news at the airport in Texas and again when he landed in D.C. “I was 
shocked to see how different the narratives were,” he says. “I realized these 
conversations among people who are different are so critical because other-
wise, we will never know what we don’t know. We will continue assuming 
that all we know is all there is to know. I had no idea how soundproof my 
echo chamber was until I took a sledgehammer and smashed it.”

Patel’s insight is sobering. We may not realize the extent to which our 
curated information systems intensify our divisions and stoke our othering, 
but, as we are about to see, it is an enormous problem.

Because when it comes to escalating our othering, we may not realize that 
we’re getting help.

Technological Othering

The 2020 Netflix documentary The Social Dilemma offers a chilling look at 
what social media has become and the damaging consequences of it most of 
us have failed to see. It exposes how social media companies deploy sophis-
ticated technological algorithms to monitor nearly everything we do online 
and then feed us information that will keep us engaged—information, that 
is, that largely supports views we have been proven to support and share, via 
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tracking. This may seem benign when it comes to receiving ads that suggest 
shoes or exercise equipment we might like. But when entire nations can be 
politically destabilized using these platforms, when the mental health of our 
teenagers is put at risk,7 and when people are readily lured to extremist 
groups, it’s time to step back and reclaim our own agency in the information 
we consume, the opinions we choose to believe, and how we draw conclu-
sions about those who differ from us. To offer one sobering statistic that 
reveals the power of social media engineering, a 2018 internal Facebook 
report found that 64 percent of those who joined extremist groups on 
Facebook did so because algorithms steered them there.8

One of the documentary’s featured interview subjects is Tristan Harris, 
co-founder and executive director of the Center for Humane Technology 
and a former design ethicist at Google. Harris makes an appeal to all of us 
to step back and consider the consequences of what these algorithms can do 
if we don’t rein them in with reasonable regulation and public policy. He 
made a similar point in a 2019 opinion piece for The New York Times, 
where he asserted that even if we could solve the most popularly discussed 
issue when it comes to online technology— privacy—deeper challenges 
would remain, not the least of which is our addiction to the approval and 
sense of importance gained from likes, heart emojis, and comments reaffirm-
ing our views. We’ll become more satisfied by outrage and tirade exchanges 
than civil discourse. The social harm to vulnerable teenagers would become 
especially damaging, from cyberbullying to depression and anxiety. Harris 
asserts, “Content algorithms would continue to drive us down rabbit holes 
toward extremism and conspiracy theories, since automating recommenda-
tions is cheaper than paying human editors to decide what’s worth our 
time… By influencing two billion brains in these ways, today’s social media 
holds the pen of world history: the forces it has unleashed will affect future 
elections and even our ability to tell fact from fiction, increasing the divi-
sions within society.”9

Harris is sounding an alarm we all need to heed. For all of the good it can 
do, this technology—ironically, built to create greater connection in the 
world—has dark sides to which we’ve turned a blind eye. Nations, commu-
nities, friendships, and families are being divided by a steady, self-reinforcing 
diet of sensational, and often false, information that confirms what we 
already believe. It is igniting our rage against those who believe what we 
don’t (or, worse, don’t look like or worship like us), and is slowly unraveling 
the fabric of society by replacing civil discourse with ranting arguments. On 
top of all of this, this same technology rewards our antisocial behavior with 
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notoriety—perhaps the most valuable currency in the internet of today. In a 
2019 Atlantic article, Jonathan Haidt (author of this book’s foreword and 
another interview subject of The Social Dilemma) and Tobias Rose-
Stockwell, an expert on the ethics of technology, warn about the “incentives” 
of such a system: “If you constantly express anger in your private conversa-
tions, your friends will likely find you tiresome, but when there’s an audience, 
the payoffs are different—outrage can boost your status.”10 The authors go 
on to cite a 2017 study by the Pew Research Center. That data showed that 
posts displaying angry disagreement got nearly twice as much engagement 
and reposting as other types of posts on Facebook.11

To put it plainly, our sense of belonging is being hijacked and fed by 
online strangers, leading us to abandon real relationships for counterfeit 
connections with people who appear to think like we do. Our tribalistic 
impulses are being amplified by making the boundaries of the tribe limitless—
anyone who thinks like I do, gets enraged by what I do, and then likes, 
reposts, or comments on what I say, belongs; those who don’t are enemies. 
With social media, any proclivities we have toward othering have a jetpack 
strapped to them. If we want to reclaim our agency over who we choose to 
build relationships with, and why, we need to be honest about these influ-
ences. And though it may seem counter-intuitive, being connected to people 
who don’t think like us all the time is a much healthier and more civil way 
to live in relationships.

That’s how they’s become we’s.
To make that courageous choice, there are some things we can do.

Get Busy: Make Your “They” Part of Your “We”

Distinguish Common Ground From Compromise

Too frequently, when it comes to navigating differences, people retrench 
under the belief that merely entertaining views different from their own is 
equivalent to compromising their principles. We fear that hearing and under-
standing, which is different from agreeing with, views that oppose ours 
means compromising our values or condoning beliefs and choices that 
contradict our moral principles. But learning to appreciate the convictions 
of others still allows you to hold onto your own. It allows you to respect 
why others hold their convictions, and opens them up to respecting yours. 
Who are the people whose views you most disagree with? Who do you read-
ily dismiss as credible without question? Set up a time to interview them and 
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simply learn about their views, not to debate them. See what you can 
discover. In late 2018 I interviewed Congressional staffer and former 
Assistant Secretary of the Treasury for Financial Institutions Chris Campbell 
for this book, and for an article I was writing. One of the few federal govern-
ment officials to be unanimously appointed by both parties to such a 
significant role, he enjoyed a long, esteemed career in government and was 
named one of Congress’s most influential staffers seven years in a row. He 
didn’t earn these accolades by accident. “When working in situations where 
you were the political minority, you had to train your mind that there had 
to be a middle ground,” he told me. “You had to put yourself in the shoes of 
those who thought differently. You had to ask yourself, ‘How can we both 
win without compromising our principles and reach a decision that both 
sides consider a win?’ I spent years having to do that in order to get anything 
done.” Which of your “theys” have you pushed away in fear of compromis-
ing your beliefs? Which political, religious, business, or social beliefs do you 
struggle to condone, and therefore can’t accept those who hold them?12

Assume That Opposing Views Are Legitimate

No matter how outlandish they seem, start by assuming that views you 
don’t share are valid simply because the person with whom you differ holds 
them. Learn to be curious about even views you believe are wrong. Separate 
the views from the person who holds them to better understand what needs 
they serve. Remember, they perceive your views as just as preposterous, and 
you as an idiot for holding them. Get past your instinct to refute and reject 
and be willing to learn. What opposing views do you find most infuriating? 
Who are your organizational nemeses who proffer ideas or propose projects 
that you vehemently disagree with? What motives have you attributed to 
their views that may be inaccurate? What steps could you take to build a 
bridge to them to better understand where they are coming from? Start with 
inviting them to coffee or lunch and see where things go from there. Which 
opposing perspectives could you do a better job of seeing as legitimate even 
if you don’t hold them? Which beliefs have you dismissed without consider-
ing why the person who holds them feels so strongly?13

Re-evaluate Your Echo Chamber

Who do you spend regular time with at work or outside work? Are there 
people with whom you are able to have heated disagreements and then 



TURN “THEY’S” INTO “WE’S” 239

amicably have coffee or a beer? Do people you lead regularly come to you 
with dissenting ideas or challenge your thinking? If you don’t have people 
around you who comfortably and routinely offer differing views without 
fear of retribution or estrangement, you’re in trouble—it means there is 
critical information you aren’t getting about decisions you are making, rela-
tionships you are participating in, and priorities you are pursuing. Whether 
at work or on social media, pay attention to how you are participating, 
whose viewpoints you aren’t seeing, and actively seek out contradicting 
information to broaden your worldview. Which information sources could 
you incorporate into your life that would bring disconfirming and alterna-
tive perspectives for you to consider? What is it about doing so that makes 
you anxious?

Socialize With Your “They”

When we disagree with people, we objectify them. We concoct “versions” of 
them that conform to and justify our disdain for them. On a piece of paper, 
jot down the names of people in your organization you regularly work with 
and with whom you have fundamental disagreements. How have those disa-
greements impaired trust or your ability to collaborate or lead? These are 
the people (and we all have them) to whom you nod politely in meetings but 
deep inside you’re convinced are wrong. What if you actually spent time 
challenging your assumptions and talked directly with them about where 
your views differ? Might you share more common ground than you imag-
ine? Here again, start with a simple invitation to coffee or lunch and let 
yourself be surprised by what you learn and what it feels like to have “them” 
see you in a new light.

Acknowledge Your Hypocrisy

Holding steadfast to convictions is a laudable thing to do. But doing so at the 
expense of other principles isn’t. You can’t staunchly advocate for more invest-
ments in employee development then never spend any time coaching your 
own direct reports. You can’t march up and down public streets advocating 
for those you believe to be marginalized in some way then marginalize anyone 
who disagrees with you. You can’t announce that you are passionate about 
empowering those you lead then only delegate the decisions and work you 
find unpleasant. And you can’t invite others’ feedback on your leadership then 
do nothing with it when you get it. The moment you declare something you 
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believe, you will get scrutinized for how well you live up to your own stand-
ards. You need to view your actions through the eyes of those who might not 
see things as you do to be sure your actions and words match. Where have 
your actions and words belied those ideals and beliefs you claim to hold 
dearly? What standards do you hold others accountable for that, with an 
honest assessment, you know you don’t live up to as much as you’d like?

Face Your Fear of Differences

Our aversion to others who are different stems from deep-seated fears of 
what those differences might mean. By default, we associate “difference” 
with conflict, disagreement, winning vs. losing, and the loss of social status 
or reputation. Though often irrational, our fears lead to self-protection and 
resistance to expanding how we think. But the more exposure we have to 
these others, the more that fear diminishes. Dig deep to understand what 
troubles you about views that differ from yours. Does your resistance lie 
with the idea itself? The person who holds the idea or their motives? The 
intensity with which they are trying to persuade you? If you can isolate what 
you fear, you can test the rationality of that fear against the value to be 
gained by building common ground with a colleague.

Be Welcoming

Making sure others feel like they belong requires moving past tolerance or 
acceptance. It means offering a warm, welcoming presence. It means being 
vulnerable enough to help others feel not just that they belong but that they 
belong with you. As a leader, have you (intentionally or not) created favorites 
on your team? Is there anyone you’ve distanced yourself from with the 
rationalization that “We just don’t have the same chemistry”? Have you 
found yourself doing little more than “showing them professional respect”? 
Who are these outsiders you’ve made to feel less welcome in your life? What 
is it about them you struggle with? Of course, I’m not suggesting that you 
should create the same degree of intimacy with everyone, as if they’re your 
best friend. But as a leader, tiering your levels of acceptance means some 
people will question their value in your eyes. If you want people to bring 
you their best, you have to be a safe place for them to do so. They must feel 
like they belong with you. To whom could you offer greater hospitality in 
your life? Which “other” could you make feel more welcome?

***
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That concludes our work together on what it takes to be honest within your 
organization and as a leader. I hope reading about so many exemplary lead-
ers and organizations has inspired you to believe the effort is well worth it.

Before we go, there’s one last thing to discuss. As I said at the outset of 
our time together, honesty is a muscle. It is a capability that must be built up. 
And like any muscle, it demands care and feeding and a commitment to 
remaining strong, especially when we fall short.

With your own journey now underway, let’s finish with how you can 
keep it going.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

●● While there is no neuroscientific or genetic evidence that says our tribalism 

is hardwired, there is proof that as humans, we crave belonging. Because of 

this, there is an inherent expectation of conformity that aligns with strong 

tribal ties.

●● We tend to hold confirmation biases without even knowing it, making 

cognitive blind spots even more dangerous, especially with those we 

perceive as different.

●● Othering is known as that act of treating someone or some group as 

intrinsically alien. We can all attest to having been “othered” at some point 

in our lives. Because of this, our brain defaults to being cautious.

●● When feeling othered, first try to employ empathy to understand how you 

are being experienced before becoming defensive or dismissive.

●● We need to find the courage to suspend disbeliefs and favor empathy 

toward those people we have deemed as “they.”

●● Riaz Patel’s early suffering caused by being othered has motivated his 

intense desire to bring people together across their differences, many of 

which are just perceived and informed by bad or incomplete information.

●● We are having help “othering” through technologies like social media 

platforms (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter) as national and regional divisions 

are inflamed through algorithmic feeds of information that reinforces biases 

and false beliefs.

●● To build relationships of enduring strength, we must connect with those 

who are different from us; we discover the best versions of ourselves when 

we are reflected off of those most unlike us. 
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Epilogue
Learning How to Be Honest

Growing up Roman Catholic outside New York City certainly had its endur-
ing benefits, not the least of which was learning the foundational values and 
faith that shaped my life (memories of bakery-fresh bagels and coffee cake 
after Sunday Mass are a close second). My faith remains the cornerstone of 
my life, even though Catholicism is no longer the tradition through which I 
practice it. I am grateful for the sense of community, service, and integrity it 
grounded me in during my formative years. Of course, one of the side effects 
of starting my faith journey in that tradition was having to work through a 
few warped theological quirks as a child. For example, many of the fellow 
Roman Catholic kids in my neighborhood used to debate whether you’d go 
straight to hell for telling seven or more lies in a day, or in a week. Or which 
“dirty words” counted as a “regular sin” and which counted as a “mortal” sin 
and were thus unforgivable (which, ironically, contradicts the entire point of 
going to confession and receiving a penance… but I digress). Those of us who 
went to public school and only attended weekly catechism classes usually felt 
outgunned by the kids who attended Catholic school. Over time, I tackled the 
debates by working things out for myself, sorting out which lies, dirty words, 
and bad deeds were worth worrying about and which ones God likely didn’t 
have time to care about, given all of the bigger problems he had on his plate.

Being charitable was one of the most pronounced tenets of my nascent 
faith, but here again, some untangling was required. For example, was it 
wrong to take money out of my mom’s purse in the morning before school 
if some of it was used to buy lunch for kids who needed it, or to buy candy 
at the corner store to purchase protection from the bullies? Or, to avoid 
being embarrassed at a friend’s birthday party, how bad could it be to take 
a $5 bill from my dad’s wallet and add it to my friend’s birthday gift, just to 
ensure he knew how much I wanted his birthday celebration to be great? 

245



EPILOGUE246

I was naïve enough to think my parents didn’t know, and that they actually 
believed my adamant denial when they confronted me.

It wasn’t until later in life that I looked back and realized where some of 
my Robin Hood morality came from. The story begins, I believe, at a local 
bank where my mom was a manager for many years. This was during the days 
when banks would give you a gift for opening a new account; the more you 
deposited, the bigger the gift. Everything from electric can openers and blend-
ers to complete luggage sets and large toaster ovens filled the windows of the 
bank to entice would-be account openers. Mysteriously, the storage closet in 
our basement began to fill with brand-new consumer products that looked 
eerily like the ones my mom’s bank gave away. This strange phenomenon also 
seemed to be affecting the basements and garages of other bank employees, 
many of whom were my mom’s close friends. When I asked her about it, she 
assured me that as employees they enjoyed the perk of “sampling” some of the 
gifts the bank gave away. At one point, inventory (which was my responsibil-
ity to meticulously document) had grown so large, I pondered opening a 
kitchen appliance store, but I didn’t have access to a cash register. And when 
things ran low, I dutifully reported it: “Mom, we’re down to one Mr. Coffee!”

The strangest thing was that we rarely made use of any of the merchan-
dise ourselves. But when it came time for a bridal shower, birthday, wedding, 
anniversary, or “just because I love you” occasion, my mom pulled out all 
the stops. You didn’t just get a blender, but along with it you got a coffee 
maker and a service for four set of Corelle dishes. If you happened to be 
visiting our house and mentioned that your hand mixer or electric shaver 
just broke, I was sent to instantly fetch your replacement! In our world, this 
ethical code just worked, as the ends seemed to justify the means, and I was 
sure God, at the very least, would honor our good intentions.

One day, however, this entire way of looking at life fell apart for me.
My grandmother lived with my family when I was a kid, and she loved 

houseplants. In our living room she had a “plant cart” that held the many 
different plants people gave her as gifts throughout the year. On occasions like 
Mother’s Day, her birthday, and Easter, my aunts and all us grandkids would 
vie for giving her the most elaborate potted plant; at one point, our living room 
wall resembled a jungle in desperate need of deforestation. Back in those days, 
potted plants from florists came garnished with plastic ornaments on sticks—a 
little bear, or a sign saying “Happy Easter,” or a monarch butterfly stuck out of 
the pot in between the greenery. One day, my mom and grandmother called me 
into my grandmother’s room with very stern looks on their faces.

“Where are they?” they interrogated me. I had no idea what they were talk-
ing about. They went on to explain that all the plastic ornaments in the entire 



EPILOGUE 247

plant cart were missing, and they knew I’d taken them. I assured them I hadn’t, 
but nothing I said convinced them. Every day after that, for months, my 
grandmother gave me her cold, hurt shoulder. My mother would implore me, 
“If you just admit you took them, she’ll forgive you.” I was flabbergasted. 
First of all, what on earth would I want with plastic plant ornaments? Second, 
why were they acting like an heirloom diamond brooch had vanished—these 
were plastic toys! What was the big deal? The irony wasn’t lost on me. Here I 
was being accused of taking something that, for once, I hadn’t—and being 
prosecuted as if I had. Was this payback for all the “sins” I had relegated to 
being inconsequential? I withstood my grandmother’s shunning for more than 
three months. We didn’t watch our regular TV shows together. She wouldn’t 
ask me about my day the way she usually did. The sliced carrots floating in ice 
water that usually awaited me after school were withheld. I had been exiled 
by the woman who helped raise me over cheap plant ornaments whose disap-
pearance I had nothing to do with. Was this really how justice worked in the 
world? Had my previous deceit finally caught up with me?

As it turns out, it had. About three and a half months after the ornaments 
vanished, my grandmother called me into the kitchen and quietly handed 
me the phone. It was my aunt Betty. Sheepishly, she confessed she was the 
one who’d pillaged all the ornaments, on her last visit. She claimed they 
were bad for the plant’s drainage. She had simply thrown them away, not 
thinking much of it and without informing my grandmother. She apolo-
gized. I was relieved, and vindicated. I instantly wondered about all the 
things my grandmother would now do to make up for the emotional torture 
she’d inflicted. What could I get away with asking for if she inquired about 
what she could do to show her remorse? I even considered giving her a taste 
of her own cold shoulder by not accepting her apology but decided I really 
missed being close to her. Her explanation? “I just thought because you 
always like giving things to people that you’d gifted them to one of your 
friends. I was more upset that you wouldn’t tell me than I was about the 
missing ornaments.” There it was. My twisted sense of charity had come 
back to bite me. My notions of innocence and guilt had been reckoned with.

I learned my lesson: generosity at the expense of honesty isn’t generous.
We all have defining moments in our life that form our sense of right and 

wrong. And as we mature, our moral compass becomes refined as we test and 
hone our expressions of integrity. In short, we learn what it means to be honest.

What were the early moments of your life that shaped your understand-
ing of honesty? What examples were set for you? What seminal moments 
shaped your moral code? What ethical failures taught you hard lessons? 
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Unsurprisingly, this varies from person to person, and community to 
community. But what is universally true for us all is that to stay honest in 
our unrelentingly changing world, you have to keep learning—from your 
mistakes and your triumphs.

The great news is that because honesty is a muscle, it can be trained. But 
you have to work at it.

Teaching Honesty

Few places treat integrity as seriously as the US Military Academy at West 
Point. Integrity is a foundational element of West Point’s training of new 
cadets, who are taught an honor code and are expected to live by it, without 
exception. The honor code simply and clearly states, “A cadet will not lie, 
cheat, steal, or tolerate those who do.” To determine if they are embodying the 
code, cadets are told to ask themselves three questions as “rules of thumb”:

●● Does this action attempt to deceive anyone or allow anyone to be 
deceived?

●● Does this action gain or allow the gain of privilege or advantage to which 
I or someone else would not otherwise be entitled?

●● Would I be satisfied by the outcome if I were on the receiving end of this 
action?

These are sobering questions to be sure.
In early 2020, I spoke with Bernard Banks, a former General Manager of 

the Department of Behavioral Sciences and Leadership Development at the 
US Military Academy and at the time of writing the Associate Dean for 
Leadership Development and Inclusion at the Kellogg School of Management 
at Northwestern University. I wanted to hear what Banks had to say about the 
importance of teaching honesty, especially when it comes to future leaders.

To him, and West Point, everything flows from trust:

West Point is in the business of developing leaders, and trust is the cornerstone 

of leadership. Once you’ve been proven untrustworthy, your ability to be 

influential is undermined. We know that even though we select some of the 

finest men and women to come to West Point, we cannot be so naïve as to 

think they’ve not engaged in cheating or some form of dishonesty before they 

arrived. A scholar from Rutgers did a study of more than 4,500 high school 

students: 74 percent admitted to cheating on a test, 58 percent admitted to 
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plagiarism, and 95 percent admitted to engaging in some form of cheating.1 So, 

we know that if we want to train leaders of integrity, there’s likely some prior 

life experiences we have to undo. We refer to this as “time under the code.” 

The more time someone has living under the honor code, the more they see the 

positive benefits accruing, the more likely the behavior is to be sustained. We 

know that freshmen are likely to lapse more often than seniors. It’s the same 

as building any muscle—the more reps you have in the gym, the stronger that 

muscle becomes.

Banks believes that like any lifelong learning endeavor, practicing honesty 
requires what he calls “learning trials.” Rather than simply calling them 
failures, you have to see gaining new skills as an ongoing and iterative 
process. Eventually, you’ll come to a place of equilibrium, where those 
around you come to trust who you say you are. “If you want your ‘say-do’ 
ratio to be 1:1, it takes work,” he told me. “But that’s when you will be seen 
as extraordinary. As soon as your say-do ratio is out of balance, and your 
actions and words are misaligned, you’re now just like everyone else. And 
you’ve probably stopped learning.”

Banks acknowledges the steep commitment it requires to examine the 
gap between what we say we’re committed to pursuing and what we are 
actually doing. To close the gaps, he says, leaders must constantly scrutinize 
how they are measuring up to who they want to be relative to who they are. 
He suggests we ask ourselves, “Where in my life and my organization am I 
underwriting mediocrity? Where am I losing ground against my aspiration 
and justifying it with excuses? How important is it to me to close the gap? 
Am I being honest about what happens if I don’t?”

These are the questions of consequence that must be asked if we want to 
keep learning how to be honest.

What Our Dishonesty Reveals

Note the obvious implication of what Banks says: learning to be honest 
starts by facing up to our dishonesty.

Why be dishonest? We all have our excuses. In fact, there’s plenty of 
research on why people do the wrong thing—lie, cheat, or withhold the 
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truth—and how often they do it. Most psychologists who’ve studied lying 
agree that people lie for several major reasons:

●● to avoid hurting someone’s feelings (You look great in that dress—really!);

●● to be polite (I love this fish—you’re such a good cook);

●● to avoid embarrassment from something they did (Don’t know what that 
smell is, but it wasn’t ME); or

●● to protect someone else from harm (She was with me the whole night). 

From there, the reasons get a bit more self-serving:

●● to cover up or deflect a mistake (I don’t know how the report got so screwed 
up, but Bob had it last);

●● to misrepresent yourself in some way (I’d love to take on that project—
I’ve done that type of work many times);

●● to maintain the respect of someone you don’t want to disappoint (I’ve 
always admired your poetry—I’m a loyal fan); 

●● to conceal some reward you attained unfairly (Yeah, I had no idea I stood 
to inherit their house!). 

Research from the University of Massachusetts on dishonesty has found that 
we all lie, on average, between one and two times per day.2 Other studies 
have reported on the percentages of the different lies people tell, their differ-
ing motivations for lying, the conditions under which we lie, or the degree to 
which the truth gets stretched. But across numerous studies, there is broad 
agreement that we all lie sometimes. What I want us to consider, then, is why?

Most psychologists agree that the vast majority of dishonest or unjust 
behavior does not begin from a place of self-interest—it begins from a place 
of self-protection. In other words, most people are honest and fair most of 
the time. So, if they feel the need to lie or put their own needs ahead of 
others, it’s because they believe there’s some perceived threat or consequence 
they must avoid. If we can understand that, we can more thoughtfully inves-
tigate those threats, making more honest choices about them. If we do this 
as a community, we will create more honest organizations.

Think about the last time you lied, distorted, or withheld the truth, or acted 
unfairly or selfishly to your boss, a colleague, a direct report, a client, or a 
friend. Step back and ask yourself why you did it. Perhaps you felt overlooked 
or unfairly judged by your boss. Perhaps you feared your mistake would be 
more harshly criticized than warranted, and that your company’s “we learn 
from mistakes” slogan only applied to “the favorites” and not you. Maybe you 
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felt as though your colleague might take credit for your work, so you omitted 
key details in your presentation. Maybe you didn’t want to hurt your friend’s 
feelings, so you condoned a choice you might have otherwise discouraged. Or 
you were anxious about how negative feedback might threaten your client 
relationship (and your income), so you softened the blow.

Somewhere underneath your lie or unjust action was an unmet need you 
felt might be satisfied by acting that way. Perhaps a desire for greater respect, 
for protection from unsafe leaders, to avoid feeling estranged, or to feel a 
deeper sense of purpose. Your actions probably didn’t offer you more than 
a fleeting moment of unearned regard in the eyes of those you mistreated or 
misled. And once that moment passed, you probably felt emptier, even 
shameful, for having behaved in that way to garner a reaction you hadn’t 
truly earned. Then you had to quell those feelings with self-justification for 
doing so in the first place. “It’s not fair,” “If they deserve [x], so do I,” “Why 
should I have to?” are all common defenses used to justify dishonesty. This 
entire process of self-justification can happen in a matter of seconds.

Here are the harder but equally important questions. What was it about 
the environment in which you chose this behavior that made your choice 
acceptable? Maybe even encouraged it? How is it that there was no deterrent 
or significant consequence for your choice? In the context of your organiza-
tion, why was it okay? To create more honest people and organizations, we 
need to identify the conditions that bring us to dishonesty in the first place.

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, I learned early in my life that gener-
osity was a good thing. I also learned that it won me favor, even if the means 
for my generosity was acquired dishonestly. I’ve spent many years under-
standing the origins of that conditioning and unlearning a lot of it with the 
help of friends, loved ones, and some great therapists. Today, I better under-
stand the need to balance generosity with a deeper examination of my 
motivations for any moment of giving. I’ve been enormously blessed in 
many aspects of life, so when my motivation to be generous is born of grat-
itude, I know I’m being true to that value. I’ve learned that true generosity 
is humbling, because you receive so much more than you could ever give. 
Most importantly, I’ve learned that the most generous gift I can offer isn’t a 
present but my presence—to invest my time in helping others become the 
greatest version of themselves. And when I am drawn to give from a sense of 
guilt, obligation, pride, or reciprocity, I know I need to step back because 
I’m no longer expressing my value of generosity. I’m compromising it.

This lesson has taken a lifetime of effort to learn, and by no means have 
I mastered it. If the research for this book has taught me nothing else, it’s 
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that you can’t be true to yourself until you are willing to learn the truth 
about yourself. Learning to be honest starts with a simple but deeply diffi-
cult task: lying to ourselves less.

Redeeming Our Honesty Failures

If Bernard Banks is right, that learning honesty inevitably includes many 
“learning trials,” that means we’ve all accumulated breaches of honesty 
along the way—maybe even some big ones, and certainly many small ones. 
Perhaps some of them linger with inklings of guilt and shame, and a low-
grade fear that actions we’ve kept tightly hidden will one day be exposed. 
Regardless of what your past honesty failures look like, the real danger 
comes when those learning “trials” are no longer isolated tests but regular 
occurrences, and the only lesson that sticks is that your dishonesty bears no 
consequence. That’s when you’ve moved the line of acceptable behavior so 
often that each successive compromise creates a new normal.

Back in Chapter 1, we discussed how our brains are naturally hardwired 
for honesty. But unlike our electronic devices, there’s no “restore factory 
settings” button. Still, that doesn’t mean we can’t unlearn things. If you’ve 
adopted some practice of dishonesty, no matter how benign you think it 
is—what you say on your résumé, what you tell your boss about your 
accomplishments, what you tell your spouse about your late-night meetings, 
how you ignore the person at work nobody likes, what you put on your 
expense report, how you treat neighbors who are “different”—and rational-
ized that practice in order to feel okay about it, I’d ask you to strongly 
reconsider those justifications. There are far more meaningful forms of 
redemption awaiting you if you’ll pause and question the well-constructed 
excuses you’ve come to believe.

Here’s a touching case in point.
Richard Bistrong was a sales executive for a large defense company sell-

ing military and security systems overseas. When he agreed to “pay a toll” 
to an intermediary during a sales transaction, he committed a felony. 
Bistrong was convicted of one count of conspiracy to commit bribery for 
violating the Federal Corruption Practices Act (FCPA), a charge that carries 
a maximum sentence of five years. But because of his cooperation with the 
FBI and the Department of Justice, he served 15 months.
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Today, Bistrong travels the world working with governments, private 
companies, and ethics executives consulting and training on how to avoid 
corrupt behavior, how to spot the early signs of it, and how to take stands 
against it. His wealth of accumulated knowledge, and the pain of his failure, 
are now benefitting many less experienced professionals and sparing some 
of them the self-imposed hardship he had to endure. In 2017 I spoke with 
Bistrong about what he’s learned along the way about honesty.

As he explained it, the defense industry is a particularly fertile ground for 
corruption. When selling defense products in international markets, major 
deals are often brokered by “intermediaries,” people who bring together 
buyers and sellers. He told me:

I knew early on that when the intermediaries used terms like “paying tolls,” 

or “making people happy,” or “taking care of people” what those wink and 

nod terms meant. I looked around region after region around the world, and 

it seemed to be standard practice. I thought I was committing a faceless crime. 

But I was wrong. I’d become ethically numb. I didn’t think I was hurting anyone 

and didn’t think about the unintended consequences of my actions. And I told 

myself that, in some ways, I was helping people—the poorly paid official who 

needed extra cash—and [I] was getting an important and high-quality defense 

product into a market for a great price, so the nation’s security would benefit. 

But those were just the lies I told myself to feel better. The consequences are 

actually significant. For the nation you are selling to, you rob their people of 

governance, economic development, human rights, and freedom. The impact 

on society, my company, or my family was far greater than I was honestly 

considering. I lost my health, my liberty, and a piece of my soul.

Bistrong never imagined he would cross such lines. None of us ever does. 
Worse, we typically defend the lines we cross by comparing them to those 
who’ve behaved even more dishonestly. “At least I’m not as bad as…” are 
the words inscribed above the entrance to every slippery slope. And slippery 
slopes are the most dangerous when we conclude we’re not at risk of sliding 
down one. Our rationalizations are much like the way we treat the speed 
limit. We know it’s 55 mph, but if the guy in front of us is going 65 mph, we 
know we’re good at 60. If they’re going 75, we can push it to 65. Suddenly 
we get pulled over for doing 70 in a 55 and indignantly declare, “Why did 
you pull me over? Did you see that guy doing 80 right in front of me?” The 
obvious danger is deceiving ourselves into thinking we didn’t do anything 
wrong because someone else did something worse.
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“The problem is that the debates about dishonesty are often only playing 
out in our own head,” says Bistrong. “That’s when we’re most vulnerable. 
Whenever you feel tempted to even consider crossing a line, call someone 
you love. Your spouse. Your parent. Bring your moment of truth into the 
light of day among those you trust. It changes everything.”

While I’m not suggesting that you publicly confess all of your dishonest 
wrongdoings and then turn them into a platform to convert similar wrong-
doers, I am asking you to consider the power of turning just one habitual 
choice that cuts corners on your values into a regular practice of honesty. 
Consider what might be redeemed not just in your life but in the lives of 
those you lead and those you love. Your habits may not rise to the level of a 
federal felony like Bistrong’s, but his example of facing into bad choices and 
redeeming them is one we can all learn from.

Consider some of the extraordinary people whose stories we’ve explored 
throughout this book and the redemption those stories led to. Jaime Góngora 
and his work redeeming the FARC guerrillas. Marin Alsop and her creation 
of OrchKids for underserved communities in Baltimore. Bryan Stevenson’s 
commitment to freeing wrongfully accused men and women on death row. 
Julita’s fight to get her land back in the Congo. Hugh Thompson’s coura-
geous helicopter landing in Vietnam. Jacinda Ardern’s leadership in New 
Zealand during the Covid-19 pandemic. Dr. Michael Abraham Shadid’s 
championing of cooperative medicine for the rural poor of Oklahoma. The 
brave rescue of 13 boys from the flooding caves of New Zealand. Malachi 
Jenkins and Roberto Smith’s emergence from LA gangs to start Trap Kitchen 
as friends and partners. Rob Bilott’s epic crusade for justice for victims of 
DuPont’s C-8 poisoning. Ed Townley’s courageous turnaround of Cabot 
Creamery into a more cohesive, vibrant dairy cooperative. Hubert Joly’s 
transformation of Best Buy into a purpose-driven organization. Ginger 
Graham’s creation of a truth-telling organization at Guidant Corp. 
Patagonia’s intrepid decision to address their toxic cotton challenge head 
on. Melony’s leadership of her supply chain and logistics upgrades while 
sustaining hope for her organization. Or Riaz Patel’s courageous reach 
across great divides to bring people together.

Of course, there were many others. Each one of these stories began with 
an ordinary human being, or community of human beings, bound together 
by a common need or opportunity, a desire for something more, and the 
determination to see change through—in themselves and those around 
them. The scale of that change doesn’t matter. Big or small, each of these 
transformative stories was grounded in truth (saying the right thing), justice 
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(doing the right thing), and purpose (saying and doing the right thing for the 
right reason, even when it’s hard).

What if you chose to be just like one of those “ordinary” human beings? 
Whether for your family, your small team, your department, your enterprise, 
or even your nation… What if you actually believed you could lead and live 
with that kind of redemptive honesty?

In that case, the only thing left to decide is if you should.

Stories from the Future: Leading a Life of Honesty

It’s been my great privilege to accompany you on what I hope has been an 
inspiring journey of learning what it means to be honest. I trust that the stories 
of the women and men I’ve introduced you to have roused you to consider 
your own story in a fresh light. I hope you’ve reflected on your leadership, 
your organization, and your life, and discovered ways to expand how you 
practice honesty. If you’ve chosen even one small practice to adopt or change, 
then I’ll consider our time together worthwhile, and I trust you will too.

Our world today is desperate to know greater honesty. And the people in 
our organizations crave leaders they can trust to tell them the truth, act with 
justice, and lead with purpose. I hope To Be Honest has challenged and 
encouraged you to step into the breach and make the world a more honest 
place by becoming such a leader. Maybe you can’t change the whole world—
but you can certainly change your world. I shudder to think of my children 
inheriting a world that offers them honesty as the exception, not the norm. 
I’m realistic enough to know that stemming the tide won’t be easy, but opti-
mistic enough to believe that, together, we can. Don’t sell yourself short with 
naïveté, or worse, willful blindness to the need for greater honesty—in your-
self and the world.

Before we close, I’d like to stoke your imagination just a bit further.
When I work with leaders trying to envision their future, I engage them 

in an activity I created years ago called Stories from the Future. I begin by 
providing them with a series of short prompts that outline a story. From 
those prompts, I ask them to write a story that takes place three to five years 
in the future, in which they are a central character performing in new ways, 
employing new skills, and having significant impact. The story prompts 
range from delivering major addresses to prominent audiences, to inventing 
new technologies, to solving major problems, to overcoming personal obsta-
cles. Through the stories my clients write, we uncover extraordinary patterns 
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that reveal the conditions in which they are at their best. For example, one 
executive with whom I did this learned that he rose to his best when facing 
impossible odds—all of his stories revealed success during excruciatingly 
difficult challenges. Another discovered that she is happiest as a leader when 
she is convincing people to try unconventional ideas—her stories were all 
about breakthrough approaches. The stories excavate desires and ambitions 
that have often been buried, forgotten, or never articulated. And they 
provide a foundation for the leaders to embark on new chapters of their 
lives in bolder and more galvanized ways.

So, I’m going to end our time together by inviting you to write your story 
from the future, to envision your life of honesty reaching even greater 
heights. Ready? Here’s the situation (insert your name where you see [you]).

Two people you know are sitting next to each other on a bus and strike up 
a conversation. While they both know you, they’ve never met each other. 
After a few minutes of talking, they realize that you’re a mutual acquaint-
ance. One of them, whom you haven’t seen in some time, says with great 
affection to the other, “My goodness, I haven’t seen [you] in quite a while, but 
they had such an impact on me. I’ve never seen someone set a greater exam-
ple of honesty, and it has stuck with me ever since. I’m grateful for what I 
learned from [you] about what it means to be an honest human.” The other 
person responds with eager anticipation, “Wow, I can see [you] really left 
quite a lasting impact on you. Please tell me the story of how they did it!”

Now write the story the person tells about the impact your honesty had 
on them. Let your imagination run wild—don’t edit, don’t wordsmith. Just 
write. And like any good story, include juicy details. Make the characters and 
settings vividly real. Add suspense and conflict. Make it a story worth telling.

Then, put the story someplace where you can re-read it every now and 
then. I promise you, if you let the story captivate you, it will be more than a 
story worth telling.

It will become a story worth living.
This is how we learn to be honest: we think deeply and dream about 

ways to do it better. We reflect on the places we fall short. We study those we 
want to emulate. We push the bar just a bit higher every day. And we envi-
sion ourselves reaching that bar with ever-expanding impact on those 
around us.

Do you believe yours is a life worthy of being emulated?
When those you most regard think about you, is honesty one of the first 

descriptors that comes to mind?
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If you lived with greater degrees of truth, justice, and purpose, could 
dreams that have eluded you suddenly come into reach?

Is it possible that if you were more true to yourself by learning more truth 
about yourself, you could live a more joyful and gratifying life? That you 
would know, and give, more love, more hope, more faith?

If you more deeply examined your own honesty practices, is it possible 
you might discover untapped reservoirs of your own goodness and gifted-
ness, and with them, your potential to help others discover theirs?

I believe the answer to all these questions is a resounding “yes.”
Will you join me in that belief?
Because, above all, the privilege of answering “yes” to these questions is 

the reason to keep striving for, fighting for, and believing in the power of 
living lives of truth, justice, and purpose.

So, now you know what it really takes…
to be honest.
For one last time, because there’s so much at stake, please,
Get busy.
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Statement of Research

Data Source

Data was collected from 210 multi-person assessments from more than 100 
companies and industries. Total of ~3200 interviews conducted between 
2003–2018.

Data Preparation

Preparing the data for analysis consists of several steps and represents a 
significant effort from a computational perspective.

The first step is to chunk the text into discrete chunks representing a 
single thought, concept, or sentiment. The most common approach is to 
break a larger document into paragraphs and sentences, but other more 
complex schemes are also possible that connect subjects to antecedents.

The second step is to tokenize the individual snippets into unigrams, 
bigrams, trigrams, and/or subject-verb-object triads for discrete matching 
against lexical terms. This usually includes some type of stemming in order 
to standardize across word endings.

Lastly, it is important to index the tokens in order to optimize the perfor-
mance of the searching, matching, and classification against the lexica.

Lexical Ontology Development

Reasoning

In the past few years multiple approaches have been put forward in the 
psychological and sociological literature as rigorous and reproducible. We 
recognize the intent of these approaches and incorporated the strengths of 
closed and open vocabulary approaches along with an auditable human 
coding process. To accomplish the ontology development, we used SPSS 
Text Analytics.
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Additionally, we have found the development of clear, understandable, 
and orthogonal features to be a very iterative process. Each of the steps in 
the development of a lexical ontology helps to clarify, elaborate, and eluci-
date the other steps.

Deep Reading

Where other methods start with an unsupervised topic model, we begin with 
a human coder doing a deep reading and building lexica. This was done 
using a grounded theory approach versus reproducing an existing instru-
ment or scale.

Lexica Development

Each concept is modeled with its own lexicon with child concepts inheriting 
from parents. The lexica can include a set of terms and phrases for included 
as well as excluded documents. This allows for complex concept develop-
ment and feature extraction which sometimes requires multiple features to 
capture a single complex concept.

Data Analysis

To analyze the variables that result from the lexica and understand their 
relationship both to each other and to the desired outcomes, it is necessary 
to model the sensitivity to changes among independent variables while 
controlling for effects between independent variables. This was done using 
log-linear regression modeling. The results of the model were verified 
through multiple other techniques in order to confirm the robustness and 
interpretation of the original model.

Each interview document was classified using this lexical ontology, and 
the resulting variables were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics. Additionally, 
we could then analyze and classify the variables that correlate most highly 
with both high performance and low performance. Several different tech-
niques were used to make sure the classification was robust. Finally, to 
identify the variables that actually drive greater truth telling, we used several 
advanced analytics techniques, including log-linear regression, decision 
trees, and both parametric and non-parametric correlations.
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Regression analyses were used to calculate the ultimate weights of the 
strengths and weaknesses as drivers of success. Log transformations were 
done on both the truth telling and various driver behaviors. Both stepwise and 
enter methods were evaluated, with stepwise being used for final weighting of 
the drivers. Adjusted R-squared values for driver of truth telling was 0.79.
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