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		We believe that in the long run the special contribution to the world by Africa will be in the field of human relationship. The great powers of the world may have done wonders in giving the world an industrial and military look, but the great gift still has to come from Africa—giving the world a more human face.

		—STEVE BIKO, 1970
Political activist who died for his beliefs

	
		PREFACE

		NO MATTER what part of the world we live in, we all share similar basic values and desires: We cherish family, love our children, want to make the most of our lives and make a difference in the world, seek a sense of security, and enjoy our friendships.

		But despite the fact that we have similar values and essentially the same genes, the focus of our attention is often on our differences—Arab and Jew, Protestant and Catholic, Muslim and Christian, liberal and conservative—and the color of our skin—black, brown, red, yellow, or white.

		The authors share a dream—a dream of a world where being human is such a big idea that differences seem small by comparison. We share a dream of a world where children grow up accomplishing worthy goals together, a world where “love thy neighbor” is less a euphemism and more a deeply held belief, and a world where simply being human is reason enough to be treated with respect.

		We are also realists. We know that sharing a dream is not enough; action is required. And we look to an institution with which we are familiar to become a catalyst for this change. We look to business.

		There are good reasons to do so. In our lifetime we have watched businesses outgrow the arbitrary borders separating one country from another and span the world. We see this global interconnectedness and wonder if it might be the needed platform. What better place to start than at work, a place where most of us spend the majority of our waking hours?

		We have observed over the years that organizations loudly and proudly proclaim that “people are our most important asset,” a statement that is often displayed prominently in a company’s mission, literature, or annual report. But in reality, only a few organizations fully deliver on this promise. This gap has both human and financial consequences.

		The evidence is clear that satisfied, more committed employees help improve a company’s performance. In a recent study that analyzed the financial returns of Fortune’s 100 Best Companies to Work for in America, the organizations that made the cut had a 14 percent annual return over a six-year period, compared with a 6 percent return for the overall market. Another recent study showed that companies with higher employee satisfaction scores had a 700 percent higher shareholder return.

		We have written this book because we think that the philosophy we describe can help organizations deliver on their commitment to people and in so doing become more successful in reaching their strategic goals. We believe an outcome of this effort will be a more human and connected world and the return of civility. Is it possible that a more civil world and success in business have common roots?

		What if today’s organizations could play a key role in doing what politics and religion alone have not been able to accomplish alone: bring us together in the pursuit of purposeful lives while treating each other with respect, compassion, and dignity. The story that follows describes how such a transformation could begin. Although it is fictional, it is based on real-life experiences of the authors and is consistent with the findings of our research.

		—STEVE LUNDIN, Vero Beach, Florida
BOB NELSON, San Diego, California

	
		PART ONE
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		A PROBLEM EMERGES
AT WORK

		A Durban Morning

		The sun is low on the horizon on a lush and brilliant South African morning. The hills in the distance shimmer with a hundred shades of green. On a dirt footpath paralleling a dusty rural road outside of Durban, two men approach each other from opposite directions. Their history could be the history of men and women meeting on dusty roads anywhere in the world. Each man brings a tribal heritage or past that includes at least one violent chapter. Today, as they near the point of intersection, each is aware of the past difficulties between their tribes, and there is an instant of anxiety. The moment passes quickly, replaced by something much larger.

		As the men pause for a moment of greeting, the harsh history of the conflict between their clans and the more recent and equally harsh shared memories of apartheid become simply background for their wide smiles and heartfelt salutations.

		“Sawa bona,” says the first—“I see you.”

		“Sikhona,” replies the second—“I am here.” And with this simple exchange they bring each other into existence, for it is their belief that a person is a person only through human connection, through recognition of one another.

		In this magic moment, one member of the human race has acknowledged another, and an ancient African philosophy comes to life, a philosophy that is stronger than past conflicts and more powerful than the pain of apartheid: the unifying spirit of Ubuntu.

		Ubuntu—the ancient African philosophy that draws on the fact that we are one human family. We are brothers and sisters, traveling this earth together. When one man is poorly fed, all are malnourished. When one is abused, we all feel the pain. When a child suffers, the tears wash over us all. By recognizing the humanity of one another, we recognize our unbreakable bond—our unbreakable link to the whole of humanity.

		BullsEye Financial Center,
Barrington, Illinois

		WEST ON U.S. 90 from Chicago, just before the exit to Elgin, lies the once sleepy farming town of Barrington, where horses and other agricultural animals now share the land with office buildings. With Chicago’s urban sprawl approaching the Wisconsin border, Barrington became the home of a variety of corporate campuses and assorted office complexes. The tallest of the new buildings is the BullsEye Financial Center, where the financial operations of BullsEye have been consolidated. BullsEye, a large global retailer employing over 200,000 men and women in hundreds of locations, sells virtually every item imaginable for the home and the home occupant. If you wear it, sit on it, wash dishes or clothing with it, watch it, or use it as a tool, you can find it at BullsEye. Or you can lease it, mortgage it, or insure it at a convenient BullsEye Financial Kiosk. Among the operations housed in the Financial Center are the leasing division, the mortgage group, and the employee financial products department.

		On the twenty-second floor, Barb Robbins was stewing. Her staff had informed her that the applications received from the credit department were incomplete. Again, she thought.

		John Peterson, manager of the credit department, had been one of her best employees when he worked for her. He was reliable and hardworking and rarely made a mistake. Because of his strong work ethic and the quality of his work she recommended him for a promotion when a new manager’s position was created during the recent consolidation. Credit was John’s specialty, and so it seemed like a natural for him to manage the credit group.

		I did it to myself, Barb thought, eyeing the disappointing results from John’s group. She couldn’t fault her decision—John had been an outstanding employee and a good person as well. I remember how passionate he was when he talked about his family and the work he was doing with physically challenged children. His brother had cerebral palsy, so he knew firsthand about the challenge of such a debilitating disability. He gave tirelessly of himself. But for some reason, as a manager, he seems to have lost his way. He has lost some of that camaraderie as well. I can’t let the substandard work in his department go—my customers are being affected. But before I take this to Nancy, I’m going to talk to him face to face. I owe him that much.

		Barb’s group was one of five internal finance groups served by John’s credit team. Her department had scheduled closings with customers whose applications rested incomplete in the cart. She was facing the real possibility of disappointing those customers.

		Barb had worked at BullsEye through all kinds of markets. But the recent financial meltdown was the most devastating she’d ever seen. Everyone at the company was under pressure these days to make his or her numbers, and her clients were especially jumpy with the recent erosion of their retirement savings and the value of their homes. Their confidence in everything financial was fragile at best. She did not want to add to their stress with delays.

		She headed for the elevator and rode up two floors, pushing a file cart full of rejected applications before her. She knocked on the open door of John’s office and was startled by his appearance. A meticulous dresser, John looked like he had slept in his clothing. His eyes were bloodshot.

		“John, what’s wrong?”

		“Hi, Barb. I’m sorry—I know I look terrible. Come on in. How are you doing? I don’t see you much anymore. Do you have plans for the long Memorial Day weekend?”

		“We are staying at home this weekend. I would love to socialize, John, but I have something I need to discuss with you.”

		“I know why you are here, Barb. I’m just sick about the sloppy work my department has given you. Ralph has already been up here, and I expect to see Tanya and the other group leaders soon. Or perhaps they went straight to Nancy. I have asked the staff to stay around and help clean up the mistakes, but most just put their heads down and mumbled something about holiday plans.”

		Barb was concerned about John’s appearance—he looked terrible—but felt that she had to steel herself for what was to follow.

		“John, you know how much our group relies on the work your team does. BullsEye’s commitment to its customers is a one-week turnaround. But we can’t close these loan applications without complete files. Our deadline for this group of customers is Tuesday. And some of these files are for BullsEye employees, John!”

		“I know, Barb. I’ll take care of it. I blame myself for this. Usually I stay late for an hour or two at the end of the day to look over my staff’s work. If I need to, I come in early to correct any mistakes. I’ve been distracted this week. But it won’t happen again.”

		Barb softened. “Distracted?”

		“My dad had a stroke last weekend. This week has been crazy. He’s out of intensive care and probably will be moved to the rehab section of the hospital in a day or two. He will need to learn how to walk and talk again. I guess moving to rehab is good news—he is lucky to be alive.”

		“I’m so sorry, John. I know you’ve had your ups and downs with your father, but I also know you love him.”

		“Yeah. It’s a bummer. He was planning to visit the World War II Memorial in Washington, D.C., this weekend with some of his war buddies. You know, the greatest generation and all that. Instead, he’s stuck in Methodist Hospital. And since my mom can’t drive, I’m the one on call to take her to the hospital.”

		“What’s the prognosis?”

		“Well, he’s eighty-six. A stroke at that age takes its toll. Even if the rehabilitation is successful, I don’t think he will ever drive again. On the other hand, he probably shouldn’t have been driving anyway. The doctors say he should be able to walk with a walker and his speech should improve. He’s a tough old bird. Anyway, I’ve been at the hospital a lot this week, so I haven’t been able to catch up as much.

		“Can your wife help? Alice?”

		John looked down in embarrassment. “Oh—I thought everyone knew—the gossip mill and all. I moved out. My wife asked for a trial separation a month ago. I was pretty devastated, to be honest. And now, with my dad, it’s been … hectic. May hasn’t been a great month for me.”

		“I’m so sorry,” Barb said, seeing how much pain John was in.

		“Alice felt that I was never home enough—she didn’t see the point anymore. Essentially, she told me she thought my job was more important to me than my family. I don’t really know what to do, Barb. I know I put in too many hours, but I’ve barely been able to keep my head above water as it is with the new job. I don’t know—the younger people on my staff just don’t seem to have the same work ethic. On the other hand, I can see what all the hours I’ve put in are doing to my relationship with my wife and daughter.”

		Barb didn’t know what to say. She felt sorry for John, but she also knew John’s staff problems were his own creation. She made a motion to leave, thinking about her own work and the coming weekend.

		“I’ll stay this weekend and finish these files myself, Barb. My sister is flying in to help with Dad; I can spend the three-day weekend at the office if I need to. I’m three times as fast as my staff, as I keep telling them; I’ll be able to make the corrections.”

		Suddenly John’s phone rang. “Hello, John here. Yes, I expected a call from you. Everything is under control. No problem. I’m talking with Barb right now. I’m on top of it. Things will be ready by Tuesday when we open for business. You want to see me first thing Tuesday morning? Sure, I can do that. Okay. Great.”

		“That was Nancy,” he said, referring to their mutual boss. “Are those the unacceptable files in the cart?”

		“Some of the files, John. The rest are outside of my office. Do you mind getting them?”

		“It’s the least I can do. Again, I am so sorry. I just ran out of time with Dad and all.”

		Barb Talks Straight

		OVER THE last year Barb had observed the evolution—or lack of evolution—of John’s management style. Barb was also aware of how frustrated Nancy, their boss, was with the frequent quality problems in John’s department. She wondered if John could be in jeopardy of losing his job, so she decided to talk straight with him. Given their past relationship, it was, she realized, the least she could do.

		“John, the way you run your department—it doesn’t have to be this way.”

		“What do you mean?”

		“Look, the members of your team don’t enjoy performing poorly and being looked down on by the other departments any more than you do. I have never met a human being that didn’t want to do a good job and feel proud about the team with whom he or she worked.”

		“Barb, that’s easy for you to say. You have an all-star cast. My people just seem to want a paycheck. And they don’t seem to be willing to work for it.”

		“The members of my team aren’t like that at all.”

		John was startled by Barb’s directness. “You’re right. I have noticed how hard your team works and how
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		Simon and John Revisit Ubuntu
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		John Tries Again at Work
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		To all the women and men who go to work each
day and bring their humanity with them.
They make a contribution to their organization
by doing what they do, and they make a
contribution to the world by being who they
are while they do it.
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