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When you dance on the edge of infinity,

there’s always enough …

because you aren’t taking opportunity

from anyone else, you’re creating it.






1. You Don’t Need Me to Tell You This

If you’ve been paying any attention at all, you already know: work isn’t working.

If you’re a boss, you’re probably frustrated, confused, and under a lot of pressure. You see missed opportunities and broken promises.

And if you’re working for a boss, my guess is that you’re feeling the very same thing.

The problem lies with us.

It’s due to decisions we unknowingly made years ago, to the indoctrination we force on each other, and to our terrible reflex to double down when things get hard. We’re getting better and better at making it worse.

This is a short book about a fork in the road, about a decision we all get to make. Each of us can show up in our own way, but the choice is the same: to lead, to create work that matters, and to find the magic that happens when we are lucky enough to cocreate with people who care.

We can do well and do better at the same time. In fact, it’s the only useful way forward. We can create the best job someone ever had, the best experience any customer can imagine—and build organizations that are regenerative, resilient, and powerful.

We’ve lived with the grind for so long that it’s easy to imagine that we’re stuck with it, but better is within our reach.

2. We Can Do Work Better

We’re letting our employees and bosses down. They’re letting us down too.

They need more from us, and we need more from this job.

We go to work with dreams and energy and drive but leave each day a bit more depleted. We bring trust and enthusiasm, but it feels wasted.

Our team can do better. Our effort can matter. If we want to do work better, we’ll need to understand what’s possible. Let’s get real. We can choose to lead.

3. The Best Job You Ever Had

What would today be like if you could honestly describe your job that way? And what if all your coworkers felt the same way? Imagine being an investor, a customer, a participant in that sort of organization.

I asked ten thousand people in ninety countries to describe the conditions at the best job they ever had. Here are the characteristics they chose most often:
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The top four items (people could choose more than one answer) overwhelmingly came out ahead:


	I surprised myself with what I could accomplish

	I could work independently

	The team built something important

	People treated me with respect



Nothing else compares.

Yes, we need to make a living.

But how do we make a life?

It might not be simply about the money.

When the world is in turmoil, when our health is at risk and the future seems murky, perhaps paychecks and productivity simply aren’t enough.

Perhaps we can’t manage our way into the future.

What if we created the best job someone ever had?

What if we built an organization people would genuinely miss if it were gone?

How much better would our work be if we could simply talk about the work without hesitation?

What if the work we did made things better?


Mozart, not Muzak.
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Three Songs

If you’re not drowning,

you’re a lifeguard.







4. The Song of Increase

At the end of a long winter, if the weather cooperates and the flowers are in bloom, a hive of honeybees will move into overdrive.

Working in sync, each available bee will work to collect as much pollen as possible, creating a rebound in the hive’s honey supply.

Then, the queen’s council will build a special egg cell. The maidens will instruct their queen to lay a fertilized egg there and will feed it lavishly with royal jelly, allowing it to develop into another queen.

Now the stage is set for the song of increase. Author and apiarist Jacqueline Freeman writes about this magical moment, an oft overlooked transition in the life of the hive.

One day, as the new queen is about to be born, the existing queen and as many as half the bees in the hive—her oldest and most experienced workers—will swarm and leave. In just a few minutes, tens of thousands of bees, coordinated without a coordinator, will fly away.

They will leave behind their home, filled with food, for a smaller, younger crew and a new queen.

The sound the swarming bees make is thrilling to hear. The entire swarm is seeking possibility and growth, without knowing precisely where they’re headed. They’ll find a tree branch a few hundred feet away and gather into a tight ball to preserve their warmth. From there, they’ll quickly send out scouting parties, covering as much as thirty square miles, to find a new place to build a hive. The swarm only has a few days to locate, agree upon, and inhabit a new home—or they’ll perish.

What a bold leap into possibility. These bees embrace the challenge to get from here to there without a precise map, and to do it with cooperation, dignity, and connection.

Without the song of increase, the hive stifles and fades away. And right now, many of us are living through a similar experience.

5. The Song of Safety

People are not bees, but we have many things in common.

When facing an existential threat, it’s hard to move forward, difficult to create, and challenging to be generous.

Like humans, bees must maintain a hive temperature close to 98 degrees Fahrenheit. If it gets cold outside, they hunker together, shivering to raise the heat. When it gets too warm, they spread apart, allowing air to flow. But outside the safety of their swarm, bees exposed to temperature extremes enter a state of fatigue, becoming static and unresponsive.

In our culture, we’ve seen the same things happen. The global recession and the pandemic depressed innovation and connection. People sought refuge in their homes and had little energy to spare for positive forward motion.

At work, this same instinct prevails. When people feel disrespected, unseen, or unsafe, they can shut down, phoning in the work and doing as little as possible, hoping to simply hold on to their job—at least until a better one comes along.

Burnout, dissatisfaction, and the banal parade of meetings conspire to stifle productivity and make work less engaging. We are pushed to seek safety, not increase.

Until our existential needs are met, it’s difficult to produce the emotional labor needed for progress and possibility.

6. The Song of Significance

How do we move beyond our paralyzing desire for safety?

We’ve indoctrinated ourselves to embrace industrial fealty, where our main job is to do what we’re told. We’ve built massive systems designed to produce goods and services beyond imagination, while we simultaneously market enough insufficiency and jealousy to sell them.

Give up your dreams and your soul, we promise each other, and you can buy some things that will give you status and satisfaction. Or at least let you forget what you gave up.

While that promise may have worked well half a century ago, it rings hollow today.

There is an alternative. It’s a different sort of increase, a better sort of safety.

It’s work that matters.

It’s creating a difference, being part of something, and doing work we’re proud of.

This is the song of significance.

This is what motivates people to do the work that can’t be automated, mechanized, or outsourced.

And this is the song that humans yearn to sing together.




[image: ]

Toward Significance

Work that matters created by people who care.







7. What Do People Want?

Once their basic needs are met, workers are very clear about what they want from work. It’s not more stock options or a fancier office. It’s much more fundamental: agency and dignity.

Agency gives us control over our time, and it encourages us to choose what our contribution looks like. Because it demands responsibility and some authority, agency is antithetical to controlled industrial piecework.

Dignity flows from agency, allowing us to be treated as humans, not cogs. To be respected for our work and treated with as much kindness as the situation allows.

The industrial regime, magnified by pervasive ideas of class warfare and strife, has stripped both agency and dignity away from most of us.

8. What Do Companies Need?

John Henry worked on the railroad, driving holes into rocks so they could be detonated to make way for the trains.

According to Neal Miller, “When the agent for the steam drill company brought the drill here, John Henry wanted to drive against it. He took a lot of pride in his work and he hated to see a machine take the work of men like him.”

Henry won that round, at least in his song, but it’s said he died of exhaustion. His Pyrrhic victory reflected a new reality: from that point on, manual labor was no match for the machines that industrialists could make.

As each machine was developed, displaced workers were encouraged to increase their education and move up to jobs that the machines hadn’t taken over yet.

As of 2023, those machine-done jobs include robots working in hotels, algorithms doing stock trades, and machine learning systems sketching illustrations and reading X-rays.

What companies need has shifted, and suddenly. Instead of cheap labor to do the semiautomated tasks that machines can’t do (yet), organizations now seek two apparently scarce resources: creativity and humanity.

Both skills involve dealing with other humans, creating strategies, and finding insights in a fast-moving world.

9. When You See a Fork in the Road

Perhaps you should take it.

The choices have never been as clear as they are now:

Industrial capitalism (industrialism) seeks to use power to create profits.

Market capitalism seeks to solve problems to make a profit.

Industrial capitalism was built on the extraordinary productivity of the machine age. Feed the machine first, turn everything (including workers and customers) into machines, and scale up the enterprise. It evolved to incorporate the network effect and natural (or unnatural) monopolies to gain more power. It then used that power to capture the efforts of government to create even more power.

This is the brutal way that bully bosses treat current and former employees, Big tech uses surveillance immorally, and workers face deplorable working conditions in factories worldwide. Profit creates power, and power is the goal.

Often, the bad outcomes of that power happen slowly, incrementally, with plenty of notice. We settle or compromise, readjust our standards, and ultimately accept the corrosion of our humanity and the loss of joy that goes with it. When it happens again, sunk costs shift our perspective, and since we settled once before, we are tempted to settle again. We spend a lot of our lives defending past decisions instead of considering new paths forward.

Market capitalism, meanwhile, continues to create most of the jobs and value worldwide. This is the never-ending work of finding problems and solving them. Market capitalists have no power over customers (or even, in most cases, their employees). Instead, they work to bring effort and insight to a rapidly changing marketplace in service of their customers.

The fork is right here, right now. Perhaps it’s time to notice it and to choose a path.

Together, we can make something better. Something worth our time, our effort, and our imagination.

10. McDonald’s Is Safe

Your experience at McDonald’s or another fast-food chain will always fall into a specified range—whether you are a customer or an employee. The food doesn’t vary from one restaurant to another. The prices are low. Employees can get up to speed in a few hours, and many of them don’t have to shoulder much individual responsibility.

Most of all, though, it’s convenient. That’s the essence of productive consumer-focused industrialism. To create convenience.

To be fair, industrial capitalism works. It creates leverage and productivity then delivers expected results, all while lowering prices and increasing access to goods and services.

The modern world wouldn’t exist without the progress that industry allowed, and for many, the safety these jobs offer is a lifeline and a useful way to live.

There’s also a certain brutal beauty to the inexorable process of mechanization. Armed with stopwatches, surveys, and calculators, we can sort through variations of design and process until we find the right answer. There’s no doubt. The product is the product, the service is the service, and all those random and emotional elements of humanity aren’t part of the equation.

But late-stage industrial capitalism is different. It doesn’t know where to stop. It not only captures those seeking safety, but also shackles those seeking significance.

11. The Challenge of Having It Both Ways

For a long time, there’s been room for all of it. For the safety and certainty of industrial processes, combined with the humanity and possibility of change, growth, and personal agency.

It’s tempting to simply want more of that. All of the corporate commercial upsides along with the best job you ever had.

But the stopwatch comes for all of us.

If we are going to compete with those who seek the perfection of industrial capitalism, we should know that they will out-measure, out-standardize, and out-manage us. It’s a race to the bottom.

The work of significance embraces the very things that industrialism seeks to stamp out.

Significance is inconvenient.

We’ve built powerful tools. Tools for communication, production, and amplification. Tools that allow humans to leverage their insights and care to produce value for others. And now those tools are there for us to use to make things better. If we choose to.

But using these tools well requires our commitment, as bosses and employees and consumers. We’re signing up for a new sort of engagement and a different set of rules.

12. Learning from the Edges

In the extremes, we can see the choice in front of us.

It’s possible to build an organization where every worker is monitored at all times, where every job is sliced as thinly as possible and outsourced to the cheapest possible person. That organization can be centrally controlled, algorithmically managed, and brutal in the way it makes choices. The CEO might earn an hourly wage ten thousand times higher than the average employee.

And it’s also possible to build an organization where each employee is a valued contributor, where work schedules and locations are set with flexibility, and where the decisions are surfaced close to the customer and cycled through the organization. An organization like this might pay people really well, or it might be fully volunteer, where the work itself is the reward.

Most organizations fall somewhere in the middle, but technology and competition are pushing managed organizations very quickly in the direction of the first sort of organization, while community, change, and possibility are pushing led organizations to become more like the second.

We need to decide what work is for. Whether we want to spend our days creating scarcity and harm, or if we want to commit to the regenerative work of building the best job any worker has ever had, and the best organization any customer has ever encountered.

But how? How to teach and how to unindoctrinate, how to change the systems we’ve worked so hard to build for generations? The answer begins simply with: we need to choose.

13. Let’s Get Real or Let’s Not Play

Mahan Khalsa’s breakthrough book on selling has a message for every manager: We shouldn’t be doing management to our employees. If we’re good, though, we might be able to do it with them.

The collection of literature, systems, and organizations devoted to managing at people is nearly endless. It’s built deep into everything we think is normal about the world we live in.

We have an entirely separate vocabulary and systems stack for the things we do with and for other people. We call this coaching or mentoring or sparring.

In This Is Marketing, I wrote about the power that comes when we start marketing for people, to solve their problems instead of focusing on our own. The same is true for organizational leadership.

No one goes to the gym to willingly get punched in the face by the senior vice president of boxing. But some folks eagerly pay for a sparring partner when it’s time to get better.

The difference is obvious, but we’ve forgotten to say it out loud.

No grades, no check marks, no badges. I’m not in charge of you, and I’m not manipulating you. I’m simply establishing the conditions for you to get to where you said you wanted to go.





14. Kinds of Work







15. Which Kind of Work Do We Actually Value?











16. Significant Organizations Create an Impact








17. Toward Better






18. The Song of Safety (Chorus)












19. Where Are the Leaders?









20. Blame All the Way Down









21. The Impartial Conversation













22. Questions Worth Asking




	What’s the specific change this team is going to make?

	What’s my personal role in making that change happen?

	What do I need to learn to support or lead this change?

	Who needs to help me? Who needs my help?

	What is the risk—for us, for me, for the people we serve?

	What’s the timing of this project?

	What’s the budget?

	What am I afraid of?

	What is the benefit to each party involved?





	Did we ship on time?

	Did we make big promises (to our customers, sure, but also to our coworkers) and keep them?

	Did we relentlessly make the work better?

	Did we seek discomfort in the process of stretching to innovate?

	Is our theory of change, process, and creation improving?

	Did we ask hard questions that led to new insights?

	Have we surfaced useful metrics for how to do better next time?

	Did we build a system that is resilient enough to help us produce even more value?

	How have we grown as an organization and as individuals? What did we learn?





23. Before We Begin



	The pre-mortem and

	The rave








24. Together toward Significance






25. A Compass before We Draw the Map
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