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PRAISE FOR HAPPY AT WORK [image: ]


“Happy at Work is a modern guide to being a great leader in today’s working world. The work environment is going through a massive paradigm shift, and Garrett’s book is full of reasonable, actionable tips to help leaders navigate this new normal. If you manage a team, this is the guide you’ve been waiting for!”

—Colin Rocker, TikTok career influencer

“Happy at Work is a clarion call for modern executives to stop talking about culture and start building it with passion and intention. Robyn L. Garrett highlights the economic benefits of being happy at work and offers a practical path forward that’s accessible to anyone with the courage to take the first step.”

—Gregory Offner Jr., author of Tip Jar Culture

“My favorite is Chapter 7, which is all about how to achieve work-life balance. My daily battle! I got great tactical advice, with examples laid out nicely for me. Garrett’s tone made me feel ready and accepted. On the go? Each chapter lays out what to expect, and you won’t be disappointed. She gets right to the point and makes me feel confident about facing my challenges head-on. Don’t walk to get this book—run!”

—Elainy Mata, Harvard Business Review

“What I particularly love about Garrett’s premise is that we are all accountable for our own happiness. As leaders, it’s our job to role-model this accountability and create a culture that allows our team the space to create their own happiness. I love that Garrett is creating this ‘how-to’ book that today’s—and tomorrow’s—leaders can use to reshape the corporate environment.”

—Mel Savage, executive coach, host of The Career Reset podcast

“Creating a thriving workplace culture is crucial in today’s rapidly changing workplace. Robyn L. Garrett’s groundbreaking book, Happy at Work, gives you one hundred strategies to transform your work environment into a supportive, flexible, productive, and happy one. It’s an essential read for leaders who want to cultivate a culture in which employees feel valued and motivated. Happy at Work isn’t just a collection of ideas; it’s a road map to a better workplace, and it deserves to be on the reading list of every leader who wants to create a productive, successful, and welcoming workplace.”

—Jha’nee Carter, founder and CEO of The HRQUEEN

“Happy at Work is a practical and timely guide to help organizations be competitive in the talent market and, more importantly, build a workplace that people want to spend their time and energy supporting. The world of work has changed dramatically since the pandemic—the old ways of work are simply and unnecessarily destroying the human spirit. Leaders need a new guide, and Garrett has brilliantly outlined it for them.”

—Kara Kirby, host of Pop! On Leadership podcast

“There are very few books on leadership and career development that I’d strongly recommend because the approaches are old-school, academic, fear-based models. Garrett’s approach—especially with the focus of engagement, satisfaction, happiness, and self-discovery—is one of the few that was delightful to read. As a human resources business partner who has had meaningful career discussions with people from their first internship to retiring CMOs, employees of all ages and disciplines would find a great deal of value from this.”

—Daniel Space, a.k.a. Dan from HR on LinkedIn, TikTok, and Twitter
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Introduction [image: ]

What would it look like to be happy at work? Your boss would be open and supportive, you and your colleagues would cooperate and have access to high-quality resources, and the organization itself would operate with strong, healthy values. Is that even possible?

Yes.

Employees are starting to push back against unhealthy workplace practices, and companies have to change or risk losing top talent. If you are a manager in an environment filled with an endless calendar of meetings, pointless processes, and a complete lack of appreciation for diversity, don’t despair. Happy at Work will help you be part of the solution by implementing changes big and small that can improve company culture, boost morale, and enrich employees’ experiences.

In this book, you’ll find one hundred activities that you can do right now to help build a workplace where employees can feel safe, respected, valued, and, well, happy. And as we all know, happy employees are more productive, less likely to quit, and better poised to make your team and company successful. These aren’t superficial tips about company swag or mandatory happy hours. These are foundational changes that will help you reform your organization at every level. For example, you’ll learn how to:


	Actively listen to your employees’ needs

	Give your people real support by following through on requests

	Cut down on needless bureaucracy

	Respect and accommodate diverse needs

	Cultivate genuine work-life balance

	Prioritize mental health

	Advocate for what’s right

	Make systemic changes that matter



Whether you’re a new leader, an HR warrior, or a visionary CEO, this book will help you focus on what matters (and forget about what doesn’t). Through both small changes, like adjusting meeting schedules, and long-term goals, like reducing your company’s carbon footprint, you do have the power to improve your company culture. It’s time to evolve your personal leadership style so you can create an environment where your employees can truly feel Happy at Work.




How to Use This Book [image: ]

The next decade is going to require a lot from leaders. You’ll have to navigate flexible work arrangements, economic ups and downs, and new technology. Through it all, Happy at Work can help you face and overcome these challenges. By picking up this book, you’ve already shown that you actually care about building a positive workplace culture. So take a deep breath, give yourself a preliminary pat on the back, and let’s approach this mission with the self-compassion you deserve.

As you dive into this book, first consider how it can work best for you and your situation. We all have different roles—there isn’t just one type of leader, after all. Your personal purview might be large or small. What matters is that you find a way to take real action. There is always something that you can do to positively affect your team and your colleagues.

Here are three ways you might use this book:



	The Purist

	The Pragmatist

	The Problem Solver




	Works best for: Leaders who have a strong ability to influence their organization and want to bring sweeping change.

	Works best for: Leaders who care about a positive workplace culture, but would rather focus on real change than fighting unwinnable political battles.

	Works best for: Leaders who are struggling with specific problems right now and want to know what will help turn things around.




	Good news. If you want to take a thorough and methodical approach to detoxifying your workplace culture, this book can be your step-by-step guide. The chapters and strategies are written in a linear order. So, if you can, start at the beginning and work your way through.

	Don’t want to waste time on certain strategies you know won’t work for you or your organization? Take the à la carte approach. Read through the chapters and choose a few strategies that seem most realistic to you. Each entry works alone.

	Can’t wait? Go to the index and look for the key words that are most directly related to your challenge. You can always choose more strategies later, after you’ve dealt with your most pressing issue.





All of these approaches are valid. It’s just a matter of deciding which is right for you. This book is organized into three parts:


	PART 1: YOUR LEADERSHIP: Become the Leader You Want to Be

	PART 2: YOUR TEAM: Give Your Team Real Support

	PART 3: YOUR ORGANIZATION: Make Systemic Changes That Matter



As you can see, you’ll begin by concentrating on Your Leadership. This portion of the book will help you understand who you want to be as a leader.

From there, it’s all about Your Team. The majority of this book focuses on how you can support your team because that’s where you have the greatest influence. This part is organized into chapters by topic for ease of use, but keep in mind that all of these subjects should be considered in tandem with the others, not as siloed issues. For example, poor work-life balance affects mental health, and pay inequity disproportionately affects underrepresented groups. Your employees are whole people with a range of needs and preferences, so your solutions should likewise include multiple areas.

The final part is about Your Organization. These entries are about taking on the system as a whole—they will teach you how to advocate for what’s right and make systemic changes that matter. These are probably the most challenging ideas, but they can also lead to the most impressive changes.

Many of the tips in this book are different from the standard leadership tips you may have seen before. To build a truly happy workplace culture, we can’t keep doing what we’ve always done. Expect to see unique suggestions (stop acting like every little hiccup is a full-blown emergency), ideas that upend traditional thought (ditch branded swag), and tips that challenge the status quo (consider fewer stakeholders, not more). Try to keep an open mind when you encounter something that’s unfamiliar—challenging yourself and your organization might be just the ticket.

Before we begin, one important note: While some of these ideas can be applied to other types of organizations, this book is about corporate workplaces. Other types of organizations, like small businesses or those in healthcare, education, or nonprofits, have circumstances and realities that are very specific to them. It may be possible to adapt many of these ideas to fit those environments. However, keep in mind that these techniques are based on the resources and conditions of the corporate world.




Chapter 1 [image: ] How to Build a Positive Workplace

For years, we’ve been told that everything is going to be okay. If we just dig deep, get scrappy, and try a little harder, then all of our collective work problems will disappear.

How’s that working out?

Spoiler alert: It isn’t. Because we’re facing some pretty tough circumstances—systemic problems that are deeply rooted in harmful behaviors and beliefs. We all want to think that it can get better if we just try our best, but reality is a bit more complicated than that. Still, there are ways you can help shift your company’s mindset and encourage improvements. In this chapter, you’ll learn about the past so you don’t repeat old mistakes. Then you’ll look ahead and learn how to build a positive company environment based on core principles, so every employee can feel safe, respected, and valued.


Everything Is Not Okay (But We Can Fix It)

We’ve all been in those meetings. You know, the ones where you find yourself staring at a slide that essentially says, Everything is fine! We’re all doing great! And if you’re honest, you might think to yourself, Who is this about? It’s certainly not about me and my team. We’re understaffed, overworked, and toeing some pretty questionable mental health boundaries.

Despite leaders’ best efforts to pretend workplaces are happy places to work, very few, if any, organizations have actually built a positive workplace culture. Why? Because it’s difficult! So instead of tackling problems head-on, they spend their time either sweeping them under the rug or addressing them with “benefits” that aren’t really meaningful to employees.

So what are you going to do about it?

That’s right, you have a say in all this. Whether your team is made up of two people or two hundred, you have the power to change your workplace. While many companies think that they dictate their culture from on high, the truth is that culture is created, not mandated. Your real company culture, the one workers experience every day, doesn’t come from an inspirational poster. It comes from the small interactions, the unspoken expectations, and the way people feel.

A positive workplace culture isn’t one where people insist that they’re happy all the time; that’s unrealistic. But it is a culture where people actually feel good most of the time and are encouraged to be true to themselves and their values.

So hold off on sharing another soul-crushing PowerPoint about how great everything is, and instead, get ready to dig into what you can actually do to build a truly positive workplace culture.



Bring Your Workplace Into Today’s World

We are living in a time of transition in the modern workplace. We’re moving from older, more ruthless models to environments that are warm and supportive. You must decide: Will you attempt to continue the old ways of bullying and manipulating people to get them to do what you want? Or will you encourage them to be creative and innovative, then celebrate their successes?

The choice is clear. But where do we begin?



A Brief History of Recent Workplace Culture

In order to move forward, we need to look back and understand the past. What is the current state of workplace culture? How has it changed recently? And where does it need to go?


What Is Workplace Culture Anyway?

Let’s begin by establishing what culture is (and what it isn’t). Because, believe it or not, there is a great deal of confusion. Workplace culture is the environment your employees experience every day as they work within your organization. It’s a combination of the norms, tone, and conditions that have been established within the work environment. Everyone, including you, is affected by the culture. And, truthfully, every person also impacts the culture, albeit some more than others.



Fancy Perks Don’t Ensure Positive Company Culture

Why is there some confusion about what workplace culture is? One reason is that it’s been conflated with “fun” office perks that often didn’t bring the happiness companies thought it would. In the early 2010s, with the rise of the tech company environment, “culture” started to be presented in a more superficial way, with things like in-office slides, happy hours, and nap pods. Businesses thought that if they could present themselves as “fun,” then that would be the foundation of their culture.

What those businesses didn’t understand is that, no matter how visually impressive the “fun” office looks, no amount of sugarcoating can cover up the real company culture. If you’re asking your employees to exhaust themselves with seventy-hour workweeks, that is in direct conflict with the “fun” culture you claim to have. By the mid-2010s, this contradiction started to become increasingly apparent. Big, well-funded businesses continued to offer over-the-top employee perks (beer bicycle, anyone?). Companies that didn’t have the money for big, shiny amenities still got in on the game where they could, squeezing a Ping-Pong table into the office kitchen and handing out endless branded pens.

Despite the flashy perks, employees at these companies didn’t report that they felt like they were having a good time when they were surveyed. They said they felt trapped and overworked. Sure, your fancy tech company is offering free dinner if you stay until 7 p.m. But who wants to stay until 7 p.m.?



The Dangers of “Doing More with Less”

Something else was also being introduced at the same time as all of these superficial amenities. You might have heard it called “grit” or “getting scrappy.” It was the “do more with less” movement. Things were never the same after the massive layoffs the US economy saw in 2008. Businesses cut positions and resources, yet they still continued to attempt to make record profits. This push strained the physical and mental energy of anyone left at the company. It was essentially a social experiment to see just how much they could cut and still look good on paper. To make matters worse, this movement disproportionately impacted marginalized people.

The “do more with less” movement took many forms:


	We saw a slew of predatory intern programs so exploitative they had to be outlawed.

	Millennials entered the workforce with more student debt than any previous generation.

	Businesses knew they had millennials hamstrung, so they were asked to do more work for less pay or were compensated with “experience” and “opportunity.”

	Suddenly, high-deductible healthcare plans were the norm.

	Raises and bonuses disappeared or changed shape. Sure, you could bring your dog to the office…but don’t expect more than a 1.5 percent raise. Oh, and here’s this year’s bonus: a very nice company-branded fleece (you weren’t expecting actual money, were you?).



Meanwhile, a brigade of bosses began tap dancing their way through phony town hall presentations and “all hands” calls. “Thank you so much for your dedication, and also, no, we won’t be replacing Melissa. Can you please pick up her workload?” It was unsustainable, and it didn’t take long for cracks to start forming in the system. In the better scenarios, middle managers were simply doing the best they could with limited resources and power. But in the worst, autocratic bosses started shamelessly gaslighting workers into thinking a seventy-hour workweek was normal. Even when the economy began to improve—substantially—it didn’t feel that way to most people. It felt like they were burned out and still couldn’t afford basic necessities.



The “Culture Fit” Excuse and the Great Resignation

As the economy bounced back, many companies expected people to immediately be happy. But if you weren’t happy with the unrealistic demands your company was forcing on you, you were probably labeled “difficult.” Instead of being taught how to set realistic workloads and timelines, managers were taught how to encourage “resilience.” Orders came from on high to make it work, and “pumping up the team” became a core job responsibility for managers.

By the late 2010s, “culture” had never been talked about more. But it was being used as a buzzword. It was even weaponized against employees, who were told that if they couldn’t be a “team player,” then they weren’t a “culture fit.”

And then 2020 came along, bringing the pandemic with it.

By this time, the burnout and exhaustion were already rampant. People were running on fumes. So when they were asked to work their way through a massive global crisis, they simply ran out of faith in their employers (if they hadn’t already). Employees lost their patience waiting to be paid fairly for the work they were doing or refused to keep working for a company whose values didn’t match theirs. Thus, the Great Resignation began. Most corporate businesses were already operating remotely, giving employees more options than ever before. Suddenly, people were no longer limited to joining the companies located in their backyard. They could search for work anywhere, comparing offers and taking the best one. Employees began using the “free market” and “competition” to their advantage, just like companies had been doing for decades.

In addition, the gig economy boomed, giving employees yet more employment options. It had already strongly established itself thanks to new technology platforms that allowed people to quickly and easily offer their services.



Social Justice Causes Take Center Stage

The year 2020 also brought the brutal murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor. Violent, racist crimes against Black people certainly weren’t new, but they were now publicized more widely via videos and social media. Suddenly, business after business lurched forward to raise their hands and claim that they were part of the solution. They put out statements and made social media posts supporting equality and change. Many businesses thought these bold statements would be enough to satisfy the public demand for companies to support justice. But this time, it wasn’t. While representation and commitment to Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion improved, many of these causes and programs were quickly pushed to the back burner once it became time to get “back to work.” Employees noticed and called them out on it.



Remote versus In-Office Work

When the pandemic began to wane and occupancy bans were lifted, some CEOs began demanding that workers return to the office. They claimed that they wanted people to come back “for the culture” and “for productivity,” which were both proven to be false claims. (According to many studies, employees can maintain a company culture and be productive while working remotely.) Employees had experienced a new level of work-life balance, and they didn’t want to go back to the way it used to be.



What’s Next?

All of this background is important because it helps you understand employees’ current state of mind. People have been through the ringer. Even new graduates, who are just entering the workforce and are supposed to be filled with vigor and optimism, are already burned out. After all, they just had to teach themselves a bachelor’s degree largely online.




Eustress and Distress in the Workplace

All of these workplace issues in recent years have one thing in common: They are caused by stress. Somewhere along the way, bosses seem to have gotten the idea that, in order to get the best out of people, they need to squeeze every drop out of them, causing a ton of stress. It’s possible that this was true at some point. Or, rather, that it was a commonly accepted practice that was good enough for the time. The problem is people are not operating from a healthy baseline. So all of that pushing and squeezing is doing serious damage.


Eustress versus Distress

The theory of squeezing workers comes from the concept of eustress and distress.


	Eustress is healthy, positive stress. Like when you feel a sense of maximum productivity just in time for a deadline. You may also experience eustress when you’re solving a challenging problem or attempting something for the first time. People even experience it when they do a thrilling activity—that little adrenaline boost can be fun and exciting as long as you feel safe while it’s happening.

	Distress is unhealthy stress. When most people think about distress, they actually are thinking of extreme distress. This is something like having a panic attack or becoming overwhelmed by anxiety. However, distress doesn’t have to be extreme for it to be unhealthy and unproductive. The moment you go from feeling good to feeling bad, you’ve crossed from eustress to distress.



Think about the people on your team. People have big, full, demanding lives. They have families to care for and constant societal pressures to endure. Their baseline stress level is probably already pretty high. They’re managing to stay in the eustress zone, but just barely. (For some, the baseline is probably already in the distress range.)

Then you come along and start squeezing them. Can they complete that big project by an ultraquick deadline? What about these two new priorities that need to be done today? You can see how it won’t take much to nudge employees into distress.

Bosses who do this often think they’re doing the right thing, motivating employees to give as much as they can. But they’re actually making the work harder and increasing stress levels. Think about it: Have you ever seen a boss come along and try to alleviate the pressure instead of causing it?



Use Your Power to Alleviate Stress

This playbook needs to flip. Instead of your default as a manager being to pour the pressure on, it probably needs to be to help take it off.

Let’s also remember that people put a tremendous amount of pressure on themselves. They want to do a good job, and they challenge themselves when they can. But they have so little left in their emotional reserves. If you can help them by giving them more time or an opportunity to focus, they’re more likely to be able to successfully manage their stress levels.




Safe, Respected, Valued: A Real, Positive Platform

People produce their best work when they feel good. They’ll be happy and you’ll be happy. It’s a win-win scenario that’s actually possible to achieve…if you’re brave enough to try something different.

So what does it take for people to feel good in their jobs? Here’s a hint: It isn’t lunchtime pizza parties or company swag. Those are just little Band-Aids that help companies feel like they’re making real changes. But you can’t take shortcuts to a positive work environment. It has to be real.

In order to feel good at work, people need to feel safe, respected, and valued. These three tenets of a healthy, happy workplace should be what you focus on as you build relationships with your employees:


	1. Feeling safe: A feeling of security and belonging

	2. Feeling respected: A core feeling of dignity and recognition

	3. Feeling valued: A feeling of appreciation and worth



Of course, these tenets are subject to personal preferences and needs. One person’s definition of safety will look different from another’s, and what makes one person feel respected might not work for someone else. Be sure to communicate with your employees to see how they define these three tenets so you can support and encourage them in personalized ways.

This book covers one hundred actions you can take to build an authentically positive workplace culture. Some ideas are big; some are small. Some are quick and easy to implement; some will take more time and effort. They are wide-ranging. But, in the end, they all come back to allowing people to feel safe, respected, and valued. Each entry focuses on one of the three tenets—for example:


	Engage with Our Healthcare Problem: Safe [image: ]

	Accommodate Enthusiastically: Safe [image: ]

	Be a Good Listener: Respected [image: ]

	Invest In Support: Respected [image: ]

	Never Pay Below the Median: Valued [image: ]

	Recognize Effort, Not Just Results: Valued [image: ]



The next time you meet someone who either has very positive or very negative feelings about their job, ask them three questions. Do you feel safe? Do you feel respected? Do you feel valued? Odds are that the happy person will say yes and the unhappy person will say no. These are the things people need to feel good in their jobs and at their workplaces.

If people aren’t able to feel safe, respected, and valued, it doesn’t matter what else you do: You’re never going to have a real, positive workplace culture.

Even though each entry in the next ten chapters focuses specifically on one of the three principles, try to keep them all in mind as you go about your day-to-day work. Remember, your real business culture is the culmination of how your people feel. A positive workplace culture isn’t one where people plaster on a fake smile and act happy all the time. It’s one where they actually feel good. In each of the one hundred entries in this book, you’ll learn what the challenge is, how it makes people feel, and what you can do about it. With some time and practice, you’ll find that these three tenets become central to your management style and will help you develop into a more compassionate, thoughtful, and successful leader.




[image: Part One]



YOUR LEADERSHIP [image: ] Become the Leader You Want to Be [image: ]

We’ve all heard it before: People don’t quit jobs, they quit managers. A dream role can sound perfect on paper. But if the boss is a monster, then the job will probably be a nightmare.

That’s where you come in. As a leader, you have tremendous influence on your environment. That’s true if you’re an aspiring leader, a CEO, or something in between. Your sphere may be large or small but you matter. You set the tone for your team. You determine whether your organization will have a positive, healthy workplace culture or a toxic, stifling workplace culture.

Some policies or work conditions may be outside of your control. But you can always work on yourself and evolve your leadership. Even if your organization isn’t ready for change, you can be. You can expand your knowledge and improve your range of leadership skills.

Many leaders are selected for advancement because of their technical expertise. But not only does a good leader need to know what they’re doing; they also need to know how to support people. Because that’s what leadership is all about: the people and the team. That’s complicated because people aren’t predictable. You can’t just make a few small changes and call it a day. You have to be in tune with their needs so that you can truly work with them.

In this part of the book, you’ll find ten ways to become a better leader. You’ll learn how to define your leadership values, how to lead with humility, and how to best serve your team. Each topic will help you grow into the best version of yourself so that you can be the leader your team needs.




chapter 2 [image: ] Evolve Your Leadership Skills

Leaders need a variety of skills: They need technical expertise, they need organizational expertise—but, most importantly, they need people skills. That means the ability to unite people, build up their confidence, and help them reach their potential. Many of the skills that leaders need now are different from the skills leaders needed in the past. The “command and control” style of the twentieth century has no place in the modern corporate world. Organizations are now more matrixed (as opposed to hierarchical—they are decentralized and departments are interconnected), flatter, and operate at a furious pace. That means that you need to be a leader who empowers a strong, confident, nimble team. You can’t do that by giving orders or making cuts. Instead, your relationships with your team members should be built on a foundation of respect and trust. To do that, you need to be a great listener and exercise humility. Don’t pretend to have all of the answers—everyone knows that you don’t.

This chapter will teach you how to prepare for the next era of leadership. You won’t find buzzwords like “strategy” and “efficiency” here. Instead, you’ll learn about the human side of leadership and learn how to identify your values, admit your mistakes, and care about the right things. Each of these entries offers suggestions and solutions based on empathy and humility. Because, as you carry the mantle of leadership, you’ll need to be able to relate to, learn from, and trust your team members.




01. Know Your Values


[image: Image]

Help People Feel: Safe

Harmful Habit: Inconsistent, Unclear Values

Successful Strategy: Strong Values That Build Trust




What’s Gone Wrong

Here’s a big secret: There is one thing that sets great leaders apart. It differentiates highly respected leaders from those who are untrustworthy. It can (and should) be the foundation of your leadership style too. What’s the magic key? Personal values.

In general, people with well-defined values have more fulfilling careers, healthier relationships, and experience more joy. A leader with well-defined values knows who they are. They consciously make decisions based on those values and their integrity is unimpeachable.

Leaders without solid values, on the other hand, are frustrating to work with: One day they’re telling you that there’s no budget, and the next they’re splurging on something that seems unnecessary. This type of inconsistent and erratic behavior is made possible by weak or undefined values. They don’t know what they stand for, and, as a result, they make seemingly irrational decisions that confuse their colleagues. At worst, their decisions can be seen as greedy or opportunistic, and at best, they’re unreliable and upsetting.



Here’s What to Do

Most companies have clear and defined values (even if they aren’t particularly authentic)—they are probably outlined in the company’s mission statement. But most people do not. Fortunately, there is a tried-and-true process for defining your values. Once you take the time to identify which values are most important to you, they can become touchpoints that you can return to again and again throughout your career. Here are the steps to defining your values:


	1. Find a list of personal values.

	2. Look through the list and mark all of the values that elicit a positive emotional response in one color. Mark the values that elicit a negative emotional response in a second color.

	3. Looking back at your list, choose your top five positive and five negative responses. These are your personal values and your opposing values.

	4. For each value, take some time to write down what it means to you. What does it look like in real life?

	5. Put your values list someplace where you will see it every day, like in your workspace.

	6. Take some time to think through how you want to live these values. What will it look like? How will you know that you’ve been true to yourself?



Here’s an example of what your list could look like:


	Positive Value: Integrity

	What It Means to Me: Standing up for what’s right, no matter the cost.

	Negative Value: Selfishness

	What It Means to Me: Putting one person’s needs above all others.



This process can take anywhere from an hour to several days, depending on your preferences. Many leaders later say that taking time to define their values is one of the most impactful personal development exercises they ever completed. Your values list is like a personal compass that will help you feel true to yourself. No one can define your values but you. They’re just as unique as your personal background and goals.



Take Action

Good leaders have well-defined values. Take the time to select and define your values—consciously choose what you stand for and what you stand against. You’ll find the task personally fulfilling, and it will inspire trust and confidence from those around you. Be sure to look at your list often and check in with it periodically to see if it needs updating.





02. Care (About the Right Things)


[image: Image]

Help People Feel: Respected

Harmful Habit: Working under a Selfish Leader

Successful Strategy: Working under a Leader Who Cares




What’s Gone Wrong

Leadership is all about people. If you’re going to be in a leadership role, that means that most of your time will be spent supporting others. Will it be important to also provide guidance and expertise? Yes. But the most essential part is helping others find their voice and their strength as you build their confidence and allow them to contribute and grow their ideas. In short: It’s not about you, it’s about them.

Why does that matter? Because too many people have gotten into leadership for the wrong reasons. Maybe they’re in it for the better status, higher salary, or a tenacious desire to reach “the top”—without knowing if that’s where they are really the happiest. What’s ironic about this is that leaders are nothing without their team members. A fancy title and cushy salary may give you status, but it won’t make you a leader. Your people skills—and caring about the right things—will.



Here’s What to Do

Instead of pushing for leadership roles just for the money or reputation, think about whether you are really well suited for that position.

Ask yourself, are you prepared to:


	Bring people together to help them develop ideas

	Mediate interpersonal conflicts

	Help others grow in their careers



If those are the things you care about, you’re fit for leadership. The best leader isn’t always the person with the best ideas. It’s the person that helps a group arrive at great ideas and gives them the tools they need to bring those ideas to life.

As a leader, it’s your job to build a structure that supports and empowers your team, uniting them for a common purpose. People want the work they do to matter. That means it should amount to something. If it doesn’t, it can be very deflating. In recent years, “purpose” has become a leadership buzzword. However, like so many other buzzwords, it’s been weaponized to try and squeeze people and make them work harder. Work should have a purpose, but it doesn’t have to be your purpose.

If you’re focused on your people, you’ll bolster them and lift them up on your shoulders. And you’ll do it because you truly care about them and the good work that you can do together.



Take Action

Yes, leadership gives you power. You must decide what you’re going to do with it. Will you use it to pad your bank account and resume? Or will you use it to improve the experiences of those around you? Leaders spend most of their time supporting others—doing things like helping them develop their ideas, solve problems, and secure the resources they need to grow. If you want to be a good leader, you have to genuinely care for those around you. They are valuable, important members of your team, and it’s your job to help them unlock their potential.





03. Assume Good Intentions


[image: Image]

Help People Feel: Respected

Harmful Habit: Suspicion and Resentment

Successful Strategy: Listening with Positive Intent




What’s Gone Wrong

Have you ever worked for a boss that was exceptionally suspicious? They probably always needed to know where you were and what you were doing and didn’t fully trust anything they weren’t personally involved in. If so, you probably found the experience to be exhausting and infantilizing.

Too many leaders are deeply suspicious. They act like they’re expecting to be tricked or taken advantage of at any moment. They may excuse this behavior by saying it makes them shrewdly aware of everything going on. But it actually reveals a major failure: They didn’t build a team that has foundational trust.

Suspicion and mistrust spread like viruses. If a boss is constantly treating their direct reports like liars, it puts everyone into defensive positions. Workers worry constantly that they will be blamed or accused of something. They start protecting themselves and their work, and they’re quick to whip out receipts at the earliest sign of trouble. It creates an extremely stressful work environment.

This mindset is what happens when you operate in bad faith. It is impossible to have a positive workplace culture in these conditions.



Here’s What to Do

If you are someone who tends to be suspicious (be honest), you almost certainly have reasons for that: You’ve probably seen people do things in the past that have put you on permanent red alert. Those experiences are valid. However, you should carefully consider how that perspective is negatively affecting everyone around you. Why would anyone trust you if you can’t trust them?

It’s time for a fresh perspective. Instead of dragging your baggage with you, remember that this is your team, and you are responsible for the people on it. If you haven’t assembled a team of people you know you can trust, then don’t do anything else until you have. Building a strong team with the right people on it is difficult, but it’s your most important job as a leader. Once you do have a solid team in place, good faith is a must. If you want creativity, teamwork, and a positive culture, you have to operate in good faith.

But what if it is a team member or one of your peers who’s suspicious, not you? This is a situation where you can use your influence to suss out the root of the issue and try to fix it. If someone is frequently being extremely suspicious or accusatory (we’re not talking about things like microaggressions—see #65: Acknowledge Microaggressions in Chapter 8 for more information on how to handle those situations), sit down with them and ask them why. They have probably had some bad experiences too. Or they’ve been taught to operate that way. Ask them if they can try approaching new situations in good faith, and support them as they attempt to do so. Once you’ve set expectations, maintain those boundaries




Take Action
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