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I’m Afraid Debbie From Marketing Has Left for the Day

It all began when I posted an article in Børsen, a business newspaper.


Recently, at a meeting about an in-house strategy roll-out at a large Danish company, the following conversation never took place:

Bert (responsible for the roll-out): “I had a fantastic experience yesterday. Henry – a shop manager – called to say how good the strategy is. He especially liked the concept of ‘customer centricity’. That sealed it for him.

“Apparently, he recently caught himself only considering his own needs and acting arrogantly towards a customer in our shop, but then he picked up his smartphone, logged into our intranet, clicked on tab number four and read our manifesto. At bullet point four – right under the one about us being proactive – the words ‘customer centricity’ jumped out at him.

“The concept had never occurred to him. He found it extremely instructive, targeted and irresistibly easy to translate into specific behaviour. He even said he thought the sample sentence was very useful, and that he’d like more of these kinds of strategies. Can we pass this story on to Debbie from marketing so she can use it for PR?”

Colleague: “I’m afraid Debbie from marketing has left for the day.”



The Parallel Universe vs. the Real World

In the real world, Bert’s roll-out never succeeds. That is because he does not play by the rules that apply in the real world. Instead, he has designed his strategy for a dream team of employees who exist only in a parallel universe, a utopia where employees surf the intranet to gain insight into the company’s values whenever there is a break between meetings, rather than dealing with their 11 red KPIs and 31 unanswered emails. In this fantasy workplace, success is at your fingertips. Everyone is a walking, talking spreadsheet with a perfect side parting and an unlimited capacity for analysis, and everyone does what is best for the company. If employees go off course, you just present them with a graph or a case study and they immediately get back on track. They read all their emails thoroughly, remember all the details and have no trouble focusing on their customers. And if implementing the company’s stated values – “honesty”, “innovation” and “readiness for change” – is difficult, you just print them out on a thousand mouse mats. Problem solved.

Unfortunately, there’s just one problem with strategies created for this fantasy universe – they do not work in the real world. In the real world, different rules apply. This book explains real-world rules and how to play by them. At first glance, the real world is a bewildering place. Here, you indignantly defend the high tax rate to your friends at a dinner party, while in the privacy of your own home you’re having work done off the books. You start on a diet that you really believe will work while you conveniently ignore a graveyard of failed attempts – this time it will be different! After making a commitment to cut out sweets on weekdays, we wait until next Monday to start because, after all, we need a little time to get used to the idea. And in the meantime, what do we do to prepare for this change? Polish off so many sweets between now and Monday that there will be no noticeable results after the first three weeks, which also happens to be the length of time that we stick to our decision. In the real world, we feel very clever waiting until after Christmas to go shopping in the sales to save £20 on a jumper, quite ignoring the fact that we have an unused gym membership that drains £25 a month from our bank account. In the real world, judges give longer sentences to inmates in the days after switching to daylight savings time because they have slept an hour less. In the real world, we buy cookbooks although we never try the recipes. In the real world, one of the most determining factors in how many people attend peaceful demonstrations or vote in parliamentary elections is whether or not it rains on that day. And in the real world, Debbie from Marketing has left for the day because it’s Friday and she has plans.

Laminated Rules

The real world is strange. It is full of surprises, such as that the word subtle is spelled with a b. But the real world also has a set of rules that are so indispensable that they should be laminated and handed out to everyone. The real-world rules challenge our perception of human nature and require different approaches to changing behaviour. Understanding the human nature that makes us behave irrationally in relation to diets, gym memberships, cookbooks and managing our moral compass is very useful when designing and intentionally directing behaviour. This knowledge can be applied in countless ways – to improve your children’s grades in school, to prevent senior citizens from falling ill while in hospital, to influence employee contributions to the company strategy, to improve public health, to ensure that our colleagues follow a set of rules, or to increase sales – to name a few of the examples we will be looking at.

The main intention of this book is to present a set of rules that is essential in the real world when persuading people to do one thing instead of another. Real-world rules can be learned by examining an array of cases in which organizations, governments and individuals have achieved measurable results by combining this set of real-world rules with findings from scientific studies and eye-witness accounts from the front line of organizations.

Another ambition of this book is to translate all this valuable knowledge into action by applying a specific method that you can use yourself. The method is called behavioural design. Behavioural design has been hailed by some as the answer to everyone’s prayers; others have ridiculed it as a way of selling old wine in new bottles. It is probably something in between. However, behavioural design has proved to be a particularly potent tool because it gives us a more realistic image of the people we would like to influence, and provides us with new insight into why behavioural changes are often unsuccessful and what we can do about that. If the work you do involves changing people’s behaviour, this insight is essential to your success, because ignoring human nature will lead you down a dead-end street. If you do not understand how the mind works, and if you neglect to apply this knowledge actively in the work you do to bring about desired change, then you will find yourself in professional free fall. You will end up like Michael Douglas at the end of the film The Game – but with no soft landing and no happy reunion with Sean Penn.
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FIVE MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT THE REAL WORLD

1: Changing Attitudes with Actions

“Man is not a rational animal; he is a rationalizing animal.”

– Robert A. Heinlein

My wife and I live in a suburb of Copenhagen called Lyngby. It happened by chance. When our first daughter was about six months old, we followed middle-class social conventions and signed a contract for a house on Amager, an island across the harbour from central Copenhagen. Or more precisely, we had a clear verbal agreement with an estate agent who then called two days later to tell me that another bid was now being accepted for the house because [insert a common excuse given by estate agents here]. We ended up losing the house. In our minds, we had already decorated the nursery and sent announcements to our friends. There was nothing to do but to continue to search, and two months later we came across a house in Lyngby, where we have been living ever since. This story is relevant here, not because of the pros and cons of living in Lyngby versus Amager but because of luck. My wife and I often discuss how pleased we are that we did not get the house on Amager: the logistics of getting to work from Amager are terrible; Lyngby is a nicer area than Amager; and we live along a corridor that leads to pretty countryside with lakes, and near a forest where I love to go jogging. Convenient, right? That my attitude is aligned with the reality of where we found a house?

I’m probably not the only one with a good story about how the cards were stacked in my favour. We all tell these kinds of waterproof, reflective and carefully devised stories about our lives. As Nobel Laureate Daniel Kahneman, widely acknowledged as one of the most influential psychologists of our time, concludes more than once in his writings, people systematically try to connect the dots between random events. The truth is slightly more postmodern. In reality, chance plays a major role in who we marry, what degrees we get and where we live. But we build up stories that insinuate the opposite because we need our existence to have meaning. Waking up beside the same person every morning can’t be just the result of getting plastered after a night on the town; we need a better story, the one about true love.

In relation to changing behaviour, it is absolutely essential that we understand the misconception of actions and attitudes. The misconception has to do with which comes first. Most of the time, attitudes are not what define our actions; rather, actions define our attitudes. If we want to change a person’s behaviour, we should not begin by trying to change their attitude and wait for them to change their actions. We should change their actions and wait for them to develop a different attitude based on acting differently. This book shows you step by step how to achieve this goal.

The Perfect Six-Pack

Even if we manage to change people’s attitudes, that does not mean that their actions will automatically change too. We are the most well-educated generation in world history, but we are also the generation that is most in debt, overweight, medicated and stressed. More information is not the best way to influence behaviour. As American entrepreneur Derek Sivers notes:


“If information was the answer then we’d all be billionaires with perfect abs.”



Yet we keep sending out emails, holding town hall meetings, making PowerPoint presentations, handing out leaflets and brochures, producing information campaigns, posting intranet notices and wagging a finger to influence behaviour. And then we wonder why nothing happens. Our attempts to make changes are mistakenly based on two ideas:


1. Knowledge: We have too much faith that providing information is enough. The idea is that if recipients have information and understand that changing the behaviour will benefit them, they will carry out the desired action.

2. Motivation: We have too much faith in the psychological impact of motivation. The idea is that if recipients are convinced and want to change, they will do so.



These are the elements of the formula we typically use when attempting to create change: They know it + They want it = They do it. Various versions of this dish – configured for marketing, communication, management, sales or organizational development – are fed to us, yet we continue to do the same thing as usual. We keep trying this approach because the idea that you can change people’s attitudes through more information and better arguments is deeply ingrained in our minds. But having knowledge does not necessarily change the course of action. We often are, in fact, convinced by the logic of an argument, and we also have motivation. The problem lies in executing that motivation. We know very well that we should eat healthy food (knowledge), and most of us would like to do so (motivation), and yet still we fail to actually do it. We realize that we should not spend more money than we have, and we are determined not to let that happen, but at the end of the month the bank account is overdrawn again. We want to follow the rules and processes at our workplace, but we keep cutting corners or forgetting. We want to be proactive about changing the culture in our organization, but we end up at status quo. We want to spend more time with our children, but we find ourselves sprawled on the couch staring at a smartphone. And we decide that a particular product will save us time and money, but somehow we don’t get around to buying it today. Why is this? Because we are irrational.

The Discipline of Behavioural Design

The theoretical underpinnings of this book reflect two comprehensive schools of thought: behavioural economics and cognitive psychology. Based on the past 60 years of research in these fields, we can bury the myth that people are rational machines that work to optimize their everyday lives. On the contrary, humans act irrationally every single day. This fundamental insight inspires us to develop entirely new tools and methods for creating change. Together these make up the discipline called behavioural design, which forms the foundation of this book.

Behavioural design is the art of changing people’s behaviour by using insights from behavioural science to sway how people make decisions. The discipline has been recognized as a modern method of creating changes in behaviour. Calling it a modern approach is slightly misleading, as these theories have been around for decades. However, using the word modern still makes sense because in recent years we have witnessed how governments and companies have produced striking results by prioritizing this method for solving specific, complicated problems.

Blazing the trail, the UK-based Behavioural Insights Team (BIT), unofficially known as the Nudge Unit, was set up in Downing Street, and former US president Barack Obama set up a similar unit in the White House. Behavioural units have also been established in governments in Australia, Singapore, Denmark and other countries. The units are made up of researchers and officials who use behavioural insights to influence citizens in various ways. The objective was to make policies that actually work for people living in the real world rather than trying to attain utopian ideals for programmable people in a parallel universe. The method relies on scientific facts rather than naive idealism. BIT has achieved successes in a wide array of fields, including equality, compliance with tax rules, and charity donations. These behavioural breakthroughs have brought about renewed interest and investment in the field of behavioural design. Several large organizations are beginning to apply the theories, and I have been working in this field with government ministers, interest groups and international companies to help solve critical problems in society and in business. Behavioural design gives us a coherent explanation of why we continually fall short of making necessary changes and achieving goals, and at the same time it is a welcome alternative to ineffective tools that only produce unsatisfactory results and countless frustrated employees.

The Two Systems of the Brain

Behaviour is a matter of choice, so if we can change the choices, we can change the behaviour. We know that knowledge + motivation does not achieve our goals because that equation is not designed for people living in the real world. You can create major changes in behaviour without knowledge and motivation. People make many decisions unconsciously and without having greater understanding or forming an opinion first. Daniel Kahneman, together with his former colleague the late Amos Tversky, dedicated his life to examining people’s decision-making processes. His work demonstrates that we do not follow standard economic theories when making decisions; we are irrational beings. In simple terms, when making decisions, human brains have two systems available:


System 1: Fast, automatic, uncontrolled, subconscious, intuitive.

System 2: Slow, reflective, controlled, conscious.



If you are asked to spell your mother’s name backwards, make a marketing strategy or open an office in China, your System 2 thinking kicks into gear. System 2 is used when you are concentrating on complicated material, preparing for an important presentation, learning to speak Spanish or when poaching an egg for the first time. System 2 handles new and complex tasks, and the price for using it is cognitive energy. This can also be traced physiologically. System 2 burns more calories than System 1. When you employ System 2 thinking, your pupils expand measurably and your pulse rises. System 2 uses a lot of mental energy.

To activate System 1, try to complete this phrase: “It’s raining cats and ...” It is impossible to say anything but “dogs”. You fill in the missing word instantly and automatically, and doing so requires no energy. System 1 enables you to carry out complex motor skills like brushing your teeth and driving a car without giving them any thought. This is also the system that enables you to perform incredible analyses like interpreting your friend’s mood over the telephone just by the way she says “Hi”. System 1 works quickly and automatically; it is a problem-solving machine that uses habit, rule of thumb and experience, which are also known as cognitive shortcuts or biases. (These will be examined in greater detail in Chapter 4, where we discuss concrete ways of changing behaviour.) These biases are indispensable in everyday life because they enable us to cut through the enormous complexity of our lives. But although using System 1 requires less energy and time, it also results in frequent misinterpretations, poor decision-making and an absence of long-term perspective. We have trouble handling the constant stream of conclusions and recommendations that System 1 continuously sends our way so we can navigate quickly. A classic example of this, and one that you have probably already enjoyed, is found in the answer to this question: “How many of each animal did Moses take on the Ark?”

If you are like most people who heard this the first time, your System 1 will offer you a fast answer: two. In a millisecond, your brain searched through your general knowledge of religious studies and produced an answer. But of course, Moses took no animals onto the Ark, since it was Noah who had the extensive job of bringing a pair of every species of animal onboard – hence the name “Noah’s Ark”. But because Moses is a familiar figure in a biblical context, we do not notice the replacement in the sentence because System 1 has already raced ahead: “I go for two; I have unanswered emails over here.” System 1 is not detail-oriented; speed is valued more than precision.

The First Misconception

The first of the five misconceptions about the real world has to do with the order in which attitudes and actions occur. In the real world, actions change our attitudes; our attitudes do not change our actions. We have unwittingly shaped many of our attitudes to match the behaviour that System 1 has chosen for us and rationalized them with System 2. This misconception means that we invest too much time explaining the benefits of change to our colleagues and target groups because we think the way to make changes in behaviour is through changing people’s attitudes. But this is a System 2 strategy, and we make about 90% of our decisions using System 1. The consequence is that we design System 2 strategies for System 1 recipients. Because the behavioural changes we want are typically planned at a meeting, a workshop or the company’s annual kick-off, there is plenty of time to discuss, consider, ponder, interpret and challenge them, to use our System 2 thinking while we drink coffee and go into details while we eat cake. But we end up with a strategy that reflects the thinking that took place in the setting where it was developed, and this does not at all match the environment where the actual changing needs to take place. Because when it comes to executing the very same System 2 strategy in an impossibly stressful work day with emails, red KPIs and depressed co-workers with low blood-sugar levels, it’s going to be a System 1 job. And as we shall see, System 1 and System 2 prioritize things quite differently in the real world. This is the insight that Google, Amazon and other global companies pioneering the theory of change have incorporated into large areas of their work. They recognize that strategies, processes and routines that are designed to suit our human biology are extremely effective, practical tools for change.

 

 

 

2: The Emperor’s New Clothes

“Clear? Huh! Why, a four-year-old child could understand this report. Run out and find me a four-year-old child. I can’t make head or tail of it.”

– Groucho Marx

In 1990, Elizabeth Newton received her PhD for conceiving of and conducting an experiment called “Tappers and Listeners”. One group, the tappers, was asked to tap a song with their fingers on the edge of a table. The other group, the listeners, had to guess which song was being tapped. You might think it would be easy to guess the songs because the tappers could only choose from a selection of melodies that the listeners were sure to know, such as “Happy Birthday” or the national anthem. Yet only 2.5% of the songs were correctly identified (3 out of 120). What really makes the study interesting is that before the tappers began, they were asked to estimate the odds of the songs being guessed. The tappers estimated 50% – that the listeners would guess one out of every two songs. In fact, the listeners correctly identified only one out of every 40 songs. The reason for this miscalculation is the curse of knowledge, a phrase coined by authors Dan and Chip Heath in their excellent book Made to Stick, which describes Newton’s experiment. While the tappers were tapping the song, they were hearing the song in their heads (try tapping “Happy Birthday” yourself). Even more importantly, the tappers could not imagine what it would be like not to have this advance knowledge. This is the curse of knowledge. We cannot imagine what it would be like not to possess the knowledge we now have, and this means that we cannot put ourselves in the place of a listener. The consequence is that we, just as in the experiment, overestimate a recipient’s ability to understand our message because we’re humming it inside our head. Although we think we’re clearly conveying the melody of the song, all that the audience hears is erratic Morse code.

The Curse of Knowledge in Everyday Life

Countless variations of Newton’s “Tappers and Listeners” experiment are recreated on a daily basis all over the world: when CEOs explain vague strategies to dazed employees, when project managers try to execute their middle managers’ demands for “more agility” five minutes before leaving the office to pick up the kids from school, and when officials and professionals steamroll citizens with jargon that comes across as meaningless. When the CEO taps out a strategy of “customer centricity”, she hears an emotional song with beautiful lyrics performed by a virtuoso. But what the recipients hear is some kind of nebulous, unspecific ambition. What is worse is that the recipients cannot act on the message. In the mind of the CEO, customer centricity is an excellent guideline for behaviour, but how can call centre staff implement a strategy that they don’t really understand?

Newton’s “Tappers and Listeners” experiment demonstrates one of the most common pitfalls in strategic planning: the people devising the strategy communicate in a way that only they understand. This leads directly into another problem, one that is quite surprising: it turns out that when you ask the people who devised the strategy to elaborate and be more specific, they can’t come up with concrete examples. Yes, they can say that customer centricity involves “being more attentive to customers” or “being proactive about customers’ needs”, but they cannot explain what it specifically means for the employees who are supposed to act on a random Tuesday at 10.15 a.m. I know this because I have had the privilege of working with managers and leadership teams all over the world. And I ask them for examples when they are tapping. But the same managers who agree that the workforce should “be more bold and dare to make mistakes” can’t come up with one specific example of what this means for Jake who is making their product at the factory. So these managers who themselves fail to translate their tapping into behaviour are baffled by why Jake is not exhibiting more bold behaviour in the workplace. And while they have time, coffee, cake and System 2 energy, Jake has – let’s be generous – about five seconds to recall the offsite meeting where he heard about why “bold behaviour” is mandatory “because the company aspires to be an industry leader in innovation”, creatively translate these concepts into actions, and execute them. Let’s not be naive: of course this is never going to happen. Considering that behaviour is a buzzword these days, it is shocking that we are so bad at talking about it. But this book pursues an obvious, yet liberating, idea: if you want to change behaviour, all you need to know is the kind of behaviour you would like to create.

Unclear Visions

There is a sacred cow that stands in our path, preventing realistic discussions about what is going on in the real world; it’s a kind of kryptonite that blocks behavioural change. It is known as “The Vision”. But between you and me, you needn’t worry too much about it. It’s also fine if you don’t have a manifesto, mission statement, purpose, set of values, lighthouses or guiding principles, because if you spend time in organizations where they are really getting things done, you will quickly discover two things.

First, in everyday work life, no one pays any attention to the company’s values and visions, either because they do not know what they are or because they are full of empty platitudes such as “We are honest, proactive and have a holistic mindset”. When these values are presented to employees, they might force themselves to smile or, if management is not around, complain that these statements are so divorced from their work that it often feels demoralizing to hear senior managers talk about them. The literature also indicates that these vision statements are far removed from daily work routines, and from the context of where behaviour needs changing. For example, a study by the Covey Institute concluded that only half of the employees in a wide range of American companies knew what the strategy of their organization was. What’s more, only about 25% of these employees were able to answer how they personally could contribute to the company strategy in their daily work. This means that for every 100 employees, only around 12 of them can (using System 2) translate the strategy into behaviour. It’s even worse when you see translations that embody the corporate bullshit that has affected almost every company in the world, because they sound like this: “I have a client-centric approach in everything I do” (a translation of “client centricity”) or “I have an innovation mindset” (a translation of – you guessed it – “we have an innovation mindset”). Results like these are disastrous for any kind of strategy, and they indicate that it is much more important to focus on what the company strategy means on any given Tuesday, so Jake at the factory can contribute, than it is to get lost in Simon Sinek’s Golden Circle.

Second, when you are on the front lines of an organization, what you find is a need for specific guidance on behaviour, priorities and focus. The capacity of the System 2 thinking of employees, colleagues, citizens and managers is already strained to breaking point by KPIs, strategies, restructuring, compliance and so much more. They do not need more mantras and manifestos; they need clear goals, anchored in employee behaviour. On the positive side, this practical approach is becoming more popular throughout HR departments and management teams as they realize that the success of companies and organizations depends on the specific behaviour of their employees, not the number of PowerPoints. As we shall see in later chapters, surgeons use this approach to save lives in the operating theatre, managers use it to increase sales, and Google uses it as a core idea to create effective teams. But this approach takes time, and a focus on behaviour is often overpowered by well-intentioned ideas about the importance of having a purpose-driven company, because people want their jobs to be meaningful. Vast resources are spent on this discipline on all levels of an organization. Unfortunately, initiatives are often so weak that they can’t even open the door to the conference room. Also, in the weeks and months that follow the launch of an initiative, managers seldom refer to it themselves. Typically, prior to this point, the management has hired a well-meaning consultant or HR manager who explains that they need to have a vision – or come up with one as soon as possible. Because the fact is, no one goes to work just to carry out tasks. People go to work to make a difference and be part of something bigger. People who believe that work is about realizing a higher, abstract meaning share a common trait – they do not do tangible work. They can often be found at pricey conference centres drinking bottled water with the rest of the management team while trying to make tangible work abstract in a misguided attempt to justify their fees.

The truth is that only a tiny fraction of workplaces are places where you work for a higher purpose. At most workplaces, there is no higher purpose. The fact of the matter is that the primary purpose of most companies is to make money: they were launched in order to make money, their shareholders prefer they make even more money, and their level of success is measured in money earned. Most companies’ employees go to work to make money, and if they won the lottery they would quit. But it seems like no one dares to admit that. It’s like a contemporary version of “The Emperor’s New Clothes”. This corporate taboo is foolish. There is nothing wrong with making your income your first priority, and being able to motivate your employees and making your income your first priority are not mutually exclusive. It only becomes a problem when we start lying to ourselves, pretending that this isn’t the truth. We spend a lot of time replacing this obvious primary motivation for the day-to-day priorities of companies with a fluffy assertion that employees can read on banners and PowerPoint slides at the annual employee seminar. But employees are not buying it. It is simply not believable, because anyone with a pair of eyes can clearly see that the day-to-day priorities of the company do not match their purpose. What happens when stock value plummets and sales stagnate? Does the board of directors get together and discuss how to refine their purpose? Do they double the CSR budget? No, they fire a bunch of employees. Going to work often has nothing to do with striving towards a higher purpose; it is about finding the work you do to be meaningful.

Here is a thought experiment: You are working for a company whose purpose it is to give families with small children more time together by easing their everyday life with some sort of digital app. On the same day that your closest colleague gets a new job and your own job is transferred 15 miles further away from your home, you receive an email from your boss saying that the number of app downloads has increased by 10%. When you get home that night, are you more or less disheartened? What is more important? That you, with this increase in app downloads, are nearer your purpose, or that you now have an extra 40 minutes of commuting every day and miss your primary sparring partner? You don’t have to answer. If we lay it all out, a lot of small but concrete things matter a great deal more to us than an organization’s grand purpose: for example, good colleagues, challenging tasks, attentive bosses, a feeling of momentum and a manageable commute. This is local purpose, the purpose of detail. Just talking about purpose, or meaning, is not enough; we need something bigger. But when we focus too much on the “higher purpose” of our job, then we forget and downgrade something much finer, which is meaning: having a sense that what you do contributes to a specific project. That you do good work and are acknowledged for it. That you create results. That you are paid for what you do. That you can spend time with your family without feeling like you should be somewhere else. That you are getting better at what you do. Meaning is a lot more important, straightforward, credible and concrete than “higher purpose”. For some people, meaningful work is creating material that did not previously exist, such as writing a book; for others, meaningful work comes from completing a perfect proofreading assignment or meeting a project deadline. But no one gets motivated working at a desk decorated with a corporate mug with an inscription reminding us of the core priority, “Think less in silos”.

If Work Does Not Serve a Higher Purpose, then What?

Teresa Amabile, a director of research at Harvard Business School, came up with the concept and wrote the book titled The Progress Principle. Together with her team, she was behind a study that explored which factors are most decisive for “inner work life”. Inner work life describes the range of emotions an employee experiences during a working day: how happy they are, how motivated they feel, how meaningful they find their work, and how positive they feel about their workplace, their team, their leader and themselves. This inner work life has proved to be the most decisive factor in an employee’s productivity, motivation and capacity for innovation, but before Amabile’s research we had no clear, practical answers to what drives it in everyday life. Amabile decided to study just that with her team. Three hundred subjects were asked to keep a diary during working hours to discover what motivated them and gave them job satisfaction. The subsequent analysis of the more than 12,000 diary entries was compared with a comprehensive review of the literature in this field. Amabile concluded that the most predictive factor for a good inner work life – and thereby productivity, motivation and general job satisfaction – was that employees experience a sense of progress. In other words, being able to review the work you did at the end of the day and feel a sense of accomplishment, to see that your day mattered because you could point to specific tasks that had been executed and brought you one step closer to where you are going. That’s the progress principle at its best. In contrast, the most destructive factor for a positive inner work life was the experience of stagnation, the feeling of going nowhere and leaving the workplace feeling farther away from creating results than when you got there. The study shows something we all recognize from everyday life: what motivates us is not a mouse mat with key values printed on it; it is the feeling that we have contributed something valuable through our work. Motivation and meaning are about progress, good colleagues, managers who pay attention to us and exciting projects. Let’s not kid ourselves, it’s not the vision statement that gets us out of bed in the morning, it’s the alarm clock.

Let me give you a brief example. I was involved in a project with a large restaurant chain that was heavily invested in service. They had developed some impressive models for this service: for example, the customer should be “the centre of attention” and employees should be “one step ahead of the customer” and “good hosts”. But if we profile the typical 20-year-old waiter who is actually interacting with the customer, we will find that he is really there primarily to save up for a backpacking trip to Asia in two months, and that he just arrived at work dehydrated with a serious hangover. He is not going to execute a vaguely expressed client-centric strategy. He is thirsty and has a headache. Still, he wants to contribute and do a good job. The preferred tool to get this employee to serve customers better should not be an abstract, visionary System 2 instruction; it must be more concrete and based on specific actions. It is a matter of telling him to smile at customers, meet them at the door, pull their chairs out for them and ask what kind of day they have had. With these specifics in mind, it is much easier for him to feel that he has contributed to a meaningful work day, rather than disappointing himself and others by trying to translate the tune the CEO is tapping.

The Second Misconception

The second misconception concerns the level of abstraction. We are all affected by the “curse of knowledge” and keep on tapping out agendas that require vast amounts of System 2 energy to decode. While we have been making a fetish of visions, missions and manifestos, we have forgotten an incredibly obvious observation about changing behaviour: before you can change behaviour in a specific direction, you have to know the kind of behaviour you would like to create. If you can’t define it, you can’t design it. We need to talk more about the behaviour and less about vague missions and abstract visions. The first point is difficult. The second is easier. But to achieve success we must all speak up, tell the emperor that we see no substance in the finery. We need to make sure that meaning, job satisfaction and efficiency do not get lost in translation in everyday life. This translation is banal because behaviour is banal.

 

 

3: Limited “Mental Bandwidth”

“Thinking is to humans as swimming is to cats; they can do it, but they’d prefer not to.”

– Daniel Kahneman

I once gave a presentation on change management to a room filled with a hundred lawyers in expensive suits. As you can imagine, these System 2 thinkers were not easy to convince when it came to human irrationality. During a break, a distinguished-looking partner in the law firm came up to me and said, pointedly, “Law is not irrational.” “No, but the people who implement it are,” I thought to myself while I stood and fiddled, rather perplexed, with my computer
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