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Why Won’t My TV Turn On?

By now you’re probably beginning to understand, as I have, that the disappearance of common sense in businesses of all sizes and shapes has become widespread, deep-seated, and a little depressing. But where did common sense go? And how has the lack of it led to, among other things, the TSA prohibiting the use of knives on planes (though per TSA’s website, feel free to bring aboard antlers, artificial skeleton bones, bocce balls, and bread machines); the Italian government passing a law banning round ice cubes since they can be used as weapons (the square ones can too, but never mind); or the sign I saw once in an Asian bathroom that read, Don’t stand on the toilet seat while using. These daily assaults against common sense don’t just waste time, sap energy, and incite fury, they’re also expensive. One consultancy found that old regulations and procedures put into place years ago and not updated since now cost companies $15 billion annually in development and compliance — on top of the $94 billion it takes for companies to administer the compliance of these same rules internally. 

This is why, in almost all the client organizations I work for, I’ve begun to establish a department I call the Ministry of Common Sense, devoted to overturning the frustrations, hurdles, and roadblocks within corporations that most leaders and managers don’t even know are there. And by the way, the Ministry isn’t some cloying, whimsical, feel-good jurisdiction either. It’s not a Band-Aid. It’s real, and it serves as the first line of defense against the thoughtless, at-times-incoherent systems, processes, rules, and regulations that squander resources, morale, and productivity.

Today I travel the world, transforming organizational cultures from the inside out. But it wasn’t always that way. Until a few years ago, for the past two decades, I worked exclusively as a global branding expert and consultant. Looking back, the work I did for Microsoft, Pepsi, Burger King, Lego, Google, and other companies focused mainly on veneer issues. I loved my work, but upon reflection, it was also hit-and-run. Often I would come up with an idea, and knowing it was up to the organization to pass or reject it, I’d move on to the next thing. Now and then I suspected that the odds of my idea eventually bearing fruit were fifty-fifty, no matter how good I thought it was. But that was the company’s problem, not mine.

A good illustration of this happened in 2005, when McDonald’s hired me to transform its Happy Meal.

For the few of you who don’t know, a McDonald’s Happy Meal is the kids’ version of what it sells to adult customers. Kids choose between a hamburger, cheeseburger, and Chicken McNuggets, all of which come with a small order of French fries, a soda, and a toy linked either to a TV show or movie. It’s an efficient, inexpensive way to feed children, though not exactly what you’d call slimming or nutritious. At the time, every global trend was saying the same thing: “real” food was in, and fast and processed foods were on the way out. More and more articles linked fast food to childhood obesity, not just in the United States but across Europe, the Middle East, and Japan as well. Morgan Spurlock’s film Super Size Me had just come out, chronicling the debilitating effects that eating only McDonald’s food for a month had on the director’s physical and mental health. Due to all of these concerns, I took the McDonald’s job on one condition — that I could create a healthy alternative to the Happy Meal that also stimulated kids’ imaginations. I ended up with a concept I called the Fantasy Meal, which I designed around one single purpose: to make toddlers eat broccoli.

The Fantasy Meal was actually good for kids. In one version, a small dragon held out a hamburger bun in its claws, with the hamburger itself nearby. I made stairs out of cucumber strips and carrot sticks. Another version was a replica of a space shuttle, with a tomato slice in the pilot’s seat and carrot sticks framing the cockpit doors. I thought my Fantasy Meal concepts were pretty good. By creating environmentally friendly, nutritious meals for children, McDonald’s would get a lot of credit for addressing a growing cultural and social issue. Kids would eat better. Parents would be happy. Everyone would win.

The response I received was extremely positive. In-ter-est-ing! I heard over and over again. I took this as a positive, not knowing that when a businessperson tells you your idea is in-ter-est-ing, you might as well jump off the roof. Yes, in-ter-est-ing occasionally means just that. But the rest of the time, in-ter-est-ing means that the people at the company a) hate your idea; b) hate your idea but can maybe figure out how to convince their colleagues that it’s decent; or c) like your idea, sort of, but know there’s no chance top management will ever go for it.

For the next few months, the Fantasy Meal idea shuffled around McDonald’s global offices. People there gave feedback and proposed small changes — but please know we still find the idea so in-ter-est-ing! Almost a year later the Fantasy Meal concept came back to me.

When you were a kid, did you ever have the experience of losing your mother in a crowded supermarket? You burst into tears. Then you see her from behind and run forward, crying “Mommmm!,” only to have the woman turn around, and it’s not your mom at all. It’s just some other lady. Well, when my Fantasy Meal concept came back to me, it was some other lady. Gone were the dragon, the cucumber-strip stairs, the tomato-seat cushions, the carrot-stick columns. But there was a small apple!

Evidently, there were internal issues around how much the Fantasy Meal would cost to implement. Issues around building new factories and hiring labor to prepare all these fruits and vegetables, not to mention installing new equipment in all its restaurants. I can’t remember what else, but the answer from McDonald’s was no.

The company was, and still is, selling a few billion burgers a year. Why mess with a successful formula? Have an apple with your fries, kids, and don’t forget to exercise more.

It was an in-ter-est-ing idea, though!

The more I asked around, the more it appeared that compromised, watered-down concepts — ones that often begin promisingly but then turn to mush — were an actual thing. A phenomenon. Not only that, the way people were doing business had changed, too, and not for the better. More and more companies were now investing in state-of-the-art technology systems, designed to automate everyday drudgeries and free employees to use their brains. Systems and processes were now dictating how employees spent their time and used their energy. A swarm of KPIs (Key Performance Indicators, which are numbers or values companies use to assess how performance measures up against overall objectives) was introduced to quantify everything a company did, which had the unfortunate effect of undermining and destabilizing cross-departmental problem-solving. Customer satisfaction gradually went down, and so did employee morale. This was happening all across the world too. It altered what, until then, had been the more or less linear arc of my own career.

 

If a business is, at its core, a group of people networked together under a common purpose, everywhere I looked those networks seemed to be coming undone. And the first and most obvious casualty in all of this was common sense.

 

Maybe, I thought, the problem wasn’t with the concepts. Maybe it was with the organizations and the cultures. If a business is, at its core, a group of people networked together under a common purpose, everywhere I looked those networks seemed to be coming undone. And the first and most obvious casualty in all of this was common sense.

As I went from company to company, I gradually assembled my own five-part program for restoring some semblance of common sense to corporate organizations. It takes time. It’s the opposite of an overnight fix. Because when people start working inside organizations, something happens to them. They forget they’re human. They start adhering to rules, processes, procedures, and official and unofficial codes of behavior that make no sense to anyone outside the organization. Somewhere along the line they forget how they would feel if a bank told them their checking account was frozen or if their “customer care” call involved four different departments and tore a ninety-minute hole in their lives while being told repeatedly that “this call is being recorded for training purposes.” Usually an outsider is needed to come in and repair things to which businesses have become blind.

The good news is that by restoring common sense to organizations, employees are beginning to see the world through more human eyes and, along the way, to rebuild their companies’ brand.

 

Alan Mulally, the former CEO of Ford, once told me that during his first two weeks on the job, he knew his company had gone off the rails when he found that the majority of the cars in the employee parking lot were . . . well, not Ford cars!

 

Imagine that, as a consumer, you order a pair of flats online. They show up in the wrong size. When you can’t find the return postage label (because there isn’t one), you jam them inside an old wine carton and pay $17 at your local post office to send them back. Two weeks go by without any acknowledgment from the company. When you call to inquire about a refund or exchange — and the customer service phone number isn’t listed on the website because the last thing the company wants is for you to call them — you’re placed on hold three times as you get transferred from one department to the next. You put your phone on mute, and start yelling, vowing never to buy shoes from that company again. In fact, you vow never to wear shoes again if it’s going to be this much of a hassle.

As an employee, is this the kind of service you would want or expect if something similar happened to you? Would this experience lead you to recommend the shoe company to friends and family members? I doubt it. (Consider that if each employee knows at least twenty people and a company has tens of thousands of employees, the recommendations alone are enough to turn many organizations around.) Alan Mulally, the former CEO of Ford, once told me that during his first two weeks on the job, he knew his company had gone off the rails when he found that the majority of the cars in the employee parking lot were . . . well, not Ford cars!

In the end, improved efficiency, productivity, morale, and happiness all come back to how much common sense there is inside an organization. The lack of common sense in turn has a significant effect on items you would never expect, such as your TV remote control.

I was in Miami a couple of years ago for a conference, staying at a hotel. Wanting to check the day’s headlines, I reached for the TV remote. It was remarkably complex. It looked like it could launch a rocket ship, actually. Infinite tiny numbers. A multitude of buttons. Three separate numerical keypads. Where was the on button? Was it the red one labeled “On”? Wait — why were there two red on buttons? If I pressed both, would my TV be incredibly on, allowing me to access supernatural programming that viewers with just one on button couldn’t? What did “Source” mean? What did “a-b-c-d” mean? What did all the arrows signify? After stabbing indiscriminately at the thing for a few minutes, the TV finally came to life. I watched the news for a few minutes, then shut the TV off, or tried to. There were two off buttons. When I pressed the first one, the lights in the room dimmed in a moody, sexy way. When I pressed the second off button, the air conditioner shut off. The TV stayed on. I ended up climbing up onto a nearby desk and, with my butt in the air, yanking the plugs from the wall socket, disconnecting the TV, the minibar, and the standing lamp.

A few months later, during a flight to New York, the passenger seated next to me introduced himself. It turned out, purely by coincidence, that he was an engineer at the very same company responsible for that TV remote. “You’ve probably never heard of the company,” he said. “Want to bet?” I said.

Powering up my laptop, I showed him the PowerPoint slide I’d made of the remote control. “What the hell went wrong with you guys?” I said. He stiffened in his seat. He explained that the company had internal problems, with various divisions vying for real estate on the remote control. No one could agree which department “owned” what. Ultimately the TV remote was divided up into zones resembling each of the internal departments in his company. One was for the TV. A second was for cable. A third was for TiVo. A fourth was for satellite. A fifth belonged to the folks responsible for broadcasting big band era or hip-hop music 24/7, or for displaying a crackling yule log in winter. The engineer seemed proud of what his company had done and how equitably things had been resolved. There were no more internal squabbles. Every division now had fair representation on the remote. “Except for the fact I have no idea how to turn the TV on!” I said. He looked at me, still not understanding.

 

The TV remote control in my hotel room had infinite tiny numbers, a multitude of buttons, and three separate numerical keypads. Why were there two on buttons? What did “a-b-c-d” mean? Why couldn’t I, a forty-nine-year-old man, figure out how to turn on the TV?

 

How does an overcomplicated remote control circle back to an absence of common sense in an organization? Very simply. As the engineer sitting next to me pointed out, the average TV remote control — with its logographic script of arrows, keys, buttons, numbers, and letters — reflects any number of internal miscommunications and power struggles inside a local telecom. Just as a footbridge with a small crack along one side can indicate more serious foundational problems, an unintuitive remote control points to a few core problems within the company that issued it. With half a dozen silos inside the cable company vying for representation, no one was looking at the remote control holistically — that is, from the consumer’s point of view.

Those internal corporate divisions probably don’t even speak to one another. That’s why we as consumers reach for this slender, schizophrenic plastic monster with such confusion, irritation, and anger. Because the root cause of a lack of common sense generally comes down to a series of disconnects among organizations, employees, and consumers. The worst part? Time after time we end up blaming ourselves as though it’s our fault that we can’t figure out the remote.

This is just one example of how the objects surrounding us inevitably refer back to bigger, commonsensical issues inside organizations. You’ll be reading about more of them in this book. It might be Waze announcing that the highways near me are jammed and redirecting me to a small side road, which means that along with hundreds of other Waze users, I’m now trapped in an eight-mile-long traffic jam on a small side road. It could be airlines asking you to raise your window shades (a safety regulation rule?) or lower them (something to do with the environment?). Or those same airlines limiting the liquids passengers can bring aboard inside a carry-on bottle to just one ounce, overlooking the fact that by combining the contents of all those one-ounce bottles into one big bottle, a person could create enough liquid to . . . you know. Or the fact that an online form for the U.S. Department of Homeland Security asks applicants, “Are you a terrorist?” and includes a box they can check if the answer is “I sure am!” Or the fact that some credit card machines make you swipe, others make you insert, some make you sign, others don’t. Or to avoid waiting in a long line, you order tickets online to a concert or event, only to find out that the only way to pick up those tickets is . . . by standing in a long line at the box office. Or the fact that one company I know requires employees to submit their sick-day requests twenty-four hours before they call in sick (physiologically, I’m not sure how this works). I could go on, and I will too. Almost every stupidity and inconvenience we face as consumers can be traced back directly to a faulty or broken corporate ecosystem — one that has abandoned, for whatever reason, a few fundamental principles of common sense.
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Implementing the Ministry of Common Sense

You did it. You leapfrogged over your boss, and your boss’s boss — an almost inconceivable act of rebellion — and now you’re on your way to meeting your company’s CEO.

Farewell red tape. Goodbye 24/7 production line, the one that yields one idea lacking in common sense after another. You’re about to make things happen.

You climb on to the executive elevator, and a few moments later the doors part to reveal a still, spacious carpeted expanse. It’s like Heaven up here. If a cherub grazed you with her wing tip and flew away, you wouldn’t be surprised. Your shoes make no sound as you pass by a series of executive personal assistants and are greeted, finally, by executive personal assistant number one, who welcomes you warmly, offers you bottled water, and invites you to take a seat. The CEO is in a meeting, she says, but he’ll be out shortly.

As you sip your water, you gaze around you. On this floor, worries seem to have been bought off. Everything works, flows, joins, gleams, coordinates, makes sense. The art is tasteful, the row of conference rooms empty, spotless, glass-windowed, and apparently uncontaminated by human life. And if a laptop screen even considers freezing or flinching — which seems unlikely — a dedicated IT department is standing nearby, like the Queen’s Beefeaters.

There’s only one problem you can anticipate: How do you convince a CEO who lives up here in Heaven, and almost never passes through the purgatory where you and your colleagues spend all day, that common sense is lacking in his company?

A few minutes later, you’re ushered into the CEO’s office. You explain the issues around common sense that have recently come to your attention. The CEO listens attentively and nods briskly. You know, that’s a perfect job for Rob.

Oh no. Anyone but Rob. Rob, middle-aged, portly, golf-obsessed, and severely ADHD, is the walking, wheezing incarnation of the lack of common sense in this company. Rob is on the job? Your cat could do better. Your cat’s tail could do better.

You leave the office with your head down. The CEO might as well have said, Send me a deck, or Makes sense — let’s integrate this into our existing workstream.

In your heart, you know nothing will happen. And unless you create a Ministry of Common Sense in the company, chances are nothing will keep happening, over and over again.

 

The last step of the change process involves creating a “governing body” to systematically vacuum up the lack of common sense in your company and replace it with simple, intuitive solutions that eliminate confusion and impracticality from the lives of both employees and customers. This governing body is otherwise known as the Ministry of Common Sense.

 

A Ministry of Common Sense ensures that the daily, common-sense solutions that a company has already committed to creating aren’t made out of duct tape, frayed string, and bent safety pins — that real change will last, without compromising the business or its employees going forward.

 

I can imagine what you might be thinking. You expect my company to appoint an actual Minister of Common Sense? C’mon, a Ministry of Common Sense will never happen, not in my company.

When I tell senior leadership teams that the best way to guarantee ongoing common sense in their companies is by establishing a Ministry of Common Sense, their lips twitch. They nod. They wait for the punchline, for the moment when I cry, Ha! Ha! They assume I must be speaking metaphorically. I couldn’t possibly believe that any serious company would ever allocate the resources to fund a position focused exclusively on illuminating and untangling corporate misalignments, miscommunications, inefficiencies, and all the rest.

Well, I do.

By now I hope it’s clear that common-sense lapses in companies typically escape the notice of the people who work there. Common sense tends to be a blind spot, something misplaced by individuals as they go about their everyday business. Employees are often so internally focused that they don’t even notice that what they’re doing makes little practical sense to anybody outside the organization.

As such, establishing an actual Ministry of Common Sense ensures that the daily, common-sense solutions that a company has already committed to creating aren’t made out of duct tape, frayed string, and bent safety pins — that real change will last, without compromising the business or its employees going forward.

Imagine that your organization has just been through the five-part process I described in the last chapter. Everyone is now going around talking about the Chicken Cage Syndrome and how to avoid Rounding the Corners. Here and there things have definitely improved. But life and business move fast. Industries and businesses change. New technologies move along. Employees come and go. Institutional memories are spotty, and corporate amnesia and inertia can overtake any organization if it’s not vigilant. It’s easy to slip. Before anyone knows it, and despite everyone’s best efforts, the business pivots away from common sense once again. Company inboxes swell with hundreds of emails, no one can get their travel itineraries approved in a timely manner, and executives have resumed saying “Send me a deck” without breaking stride.

What I’m proposing is that the Ministry of Common Sense is best framed as a prophylactic — a first defense move against a company sliding backward into old, bureaucratic habits, practices, routines, and perspectives. It’s also a way to catch problems or inefficiencies as they happen. Appointing a Minister of Common Sense also sends an unmistakable signal that a company values its employees and takes common sense seriously enough to be on the lookout, full-time, for its absence and for when it needs to be applied. But let’s also be realistic. What company has its act together enough to set up a department tasked with redressing the things that impede common sense? How would that even work?

To answer that question, let me introduce you to Chester (not his real name), a nearly twenty-year-veteran of a giant global investment firm I worked for, who took it upon himself to set up the company’s first-ever Ministry of Common Sense.

Chester and I met during a workshop in San Francisco. I was encouraging the company where he works to set up a Ministry, and the response, I remember, was extremely positive. But then a month passed. No one ran with the idea. Everyone seemed to be waiting for someone else to broach the topic. A few weeks later, Chester contacted me. Things had come to a head for him recently, he said, when a senior executive had “shadowed” him for twenty-four hours in an effort to understand what day-to-day life was like for middle managers. For both Chester and the senior leader, the experience was illuminating.

The executive who spent a day following Chester around was named Perry. Chester had known Perry for years and considered him a friend, which is why when Perry encouraged Chester to be blunt and share his complaints about the company, Chester promised he would hold nothing back. “Actually,” he said to Perry, “if you’re serious about seeing what it’s really like to be me, and work for this company, why don’t I decide how we spend the day?” So instead of meeting at the office, he told Perry, they would be catching a flight to Denver early the next morning. Chester had already booked his ticket on a flight leaving San Francisco at 6:05 a.m. Per company policy, it was the cheapest available flight. He forwarded his travel information to Perry’s office.

An hour later, Perry’s office called to let Chester know that the airline he had chosen “didn’t work for Perry” — it seemed Perry had frequent flyer miles with another airline. The office proposed that the two men take a later flight that left at a more reasonable hour, say 10 a.m. “That’s actually a disciplinary offense in this company,” Chester replied. It didn’t matter where company employees flew or who they planned to meet there. Company regulations required them to take the cheapest flight available, no matter what time it left or how many stops it made. Reluctantly, Perry’s assistant reserved a seat for her boss on Chester’s 6:05 a.m. flight.

The next morning, the two men met at the airport. As Chester headed over to the economy line, Perry looked embarrassed. “I should point out that I’m flying business.”

Chester reminded Perry that per company policy, all company employees, even senior management, had to fly economy — and that if for some reason Chester were tallying up disciplinary infractions (which he wasn’t), this would be the second policy regulation Perry had broken. It was barely 6 a.m.

Soon they were airborne. Chester had told Perry to stay
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In addition, a fantastic group of people from Marshall Goldsmith’s MG100 has also been instrumental in making this book a reality. First, of course, thanks to Marshall Goldsmith, who I met for the first time in 2018 when he invited me to join the MG100 club. Marshall: you quite literally introduced and redefined what coaching means in the world, and I couldn’t be prouder that you agreed to write the foreword to this book. Another big thank-you goes to author and coach extraordinaire, Mark Thompson, for your ongoing inspiration and generosity; Laine Joelson Cohen with CITI; and author Dorie Clark for your great book-related input. There are so many amazing people in MG100 that I can only say, “I love you guys.”

Finally, thank you to my readers, and I hope you get something from these pages. As Christopher Paolini once observed, “Because you can’t argue with all the fools in the world, it’s easier to let them have their way, then trick them when they’re not paying attention.”

May we all continue tricking them!
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