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Foreword

In the world of organizational psychology and leadership, few names
resonate as strongly as Angela Jackson’s. Her journey is marked by
eloquence, intelligence, and a profound impact on those she encounters. My
relationship with Angela began in a rather serendipitous manner during a
Worth Media event at the time hosted by Juliet Scott-Croxford. It was there
that I first witnessed Angela’s remarkable presence. She was articulate,
thoughtful, and undeniably brilliant.

Our paths crossed again when I had the opportunity to invite her to
another event.

During our preparatory call, I found myself even more impressed by her
depth and insight. Angela exceeded every expectation I had, and our
professional relationship quickly evolved into a lasting connection.

Angela’s credentials are nothing short of impressive. She is currently
teaching at Harvard, runs her own consulting firm, and is an accomplished
author. Her contributions to the field are invaluable, and the insights she’s
outlined in this book highlight the need for purpose, collaboration, and
shared success in the workplace.

The insights and lessons presented in The Win-Win Workplace can be
applied in many ways, both personally and professionally. By reading this
book, you will gain valuable knowledge and understanding that can help
you navigate the changing landscape of work and find purpose,
collaboration, and shared success. It offers actionable solutions for
confronting biases and systemic barriers within corporate structures and
provides a road map for creating a new kind of workplace where employees
and companies can thrive together.

I believe that this book is an important and worthwhile investment of
your time and thoughtfulness.

I highly recommend this book to anyone interested in creating a better
future for work. It is a call to action for leaders at all levels who are ready to



transcend the transactional status quo and build a “Win-Win workplace.” 1
hope that you will find it as enlightening and thought-provoking as I have.

Angela Jackson is a force to be reckoned with, and I am honored to have
her as a colleague and friend. Her journey is one of continuous growth and
unwavering dedication, and I am excited to see the impact she will continue
to make with this book and in the world of organizational psychology and
beyond.

Jim McCann
Founder, CEO, and Chairman, 1-800-Flowers.com
Chairman, Worth Media

OceanofPDF.com
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INTRODUCTION

A NEW WORLD ORDER FOR WORK

R eturn-to-office revolt. The Great Resignation. Gig economy takeover.
Quiet quitting. The signs of worker discontent are everywhere these
days, and they all point to a radical transformation brewing in the global
workplace as those of us who spend fully one-third of our lives working for
a paycheck find ourselves, in the post-pandemic world, craving more. We
want purpose, collaboration, and shared success. Yet, the current model of
work often leaves us feeling disengaged, unfulfilled, and trapped in a cycle
of “employee versus their employer.”!

I’m here to prove to you that it doesn’t have to be this way and to show
you how successful organizations are already treating the self-inflicted
wound that is the modern workplace.

This isn’t the feel-good manifesto of a starry-eyed dreamer. This is the
battle cry of a wounded soldier who lived the rat race, barely survived it,
and then ventured into the trenches of academia, boardrooms, and countless
conversations with leaders of the modern workforce to study and learn. I
wanted to find the key to making work in the twenty-first century, even
with the rise of Al robots, a real “Win-Win.” And not just for the lucky few
at the top who reap the benefits of a company’s bottom line, but for the
barista slinging lattes, the coder buried in algorithms, and the janitor
keeping the lights on. For everyone.

SKIN IN THE GAME

I was flying high. By age thirty, I was the head of new channels marketing
at Nokia, with business school education that the company paid for and
more frequent-flyer miles—Executive Platinum on American, Premier 1K
on United—than I could ever use. I was paid good money (more than
enough to pay for my own master’s degree) to sell the latest Nokia mobile



device into retail and was a regular business traveler at the Four Seasons in
Beverly Hills and the Mandarin Oriental in Singapore, sometimes in the
same week. I was crushing the whole upwardly mobile thing.

Until I came crashing down.

It was a typically insane business trip in October 2007. I arrived in Los
Angeles from New York on a Monday night with just enough time to sleep,
dazzle at my Tuesday 8 a.m. client meeting, and then, with peak efficiency,
catch my early afternoon flight to New York and then Helsinki, Finland.
Driving through L.A. that morning, I remember thinking, I hope they don't
have a lot of questions for me because I need to make that flight. 1 saw the
sign for my turn too late. I didn’t see the oncoming car at all. I injured my
neck and back and dislocated my shoulder. My body was one big bruise.
The pain was excruciating. Throughout six months of intensive physical
therapy so that I could use my left arm again, I thought about all the other
signs I hadn’t seen as I barreled toward so-called success. The empty
apartment I was never in. The family I never saw. I couldn’t remember the
last time something real— something other than an expensive new designer
bag or the latest New York restaurant—brought me real joy. What’s the
point of all this? Am I here just to make more money for the company and,
for myself, just to buy more things? There must be a better way to work, a
better way to live. I had a lot of time to think.

“Pivot” is a word we hear more and more in the global discussion of
work. Well, I pivoted. Hard. I went back to school for a doctorate in
education leadership, focusing my research on organization and system
change, and then went out into the world to see how different workplaces
worked in real life. Interviewing hundreds of workers, I made it my job to
understand what they need from their employers and what barriers they face
to getting what they need. Then I sought out employers who were already
on the road to creating that mythical better way to work so many of us
crave.

The questions swirling around my search—about the human part of
human resources; about how to attract, hold on to and build talent; about
how to invest in employees as people so that they, in turn, feel invested in
their work—were first stirred in childhood, in the shadow of the shuttered
Chrysler factory in Kenosha, Wisconsin. From the time I was four, when
my mother died, I was raised by my grandparents, neither of whom had
more than a sixth-grade education. My grandfather was proud to be a



Chrysler man and union member, making $7.25 an hour on the Kenosha
plant’s assembly line, installing doors on Chrysler Reliant and Plymouth
Sundance cars. His pay was well over minimum wage at the time, and it
afforded him good healthcare, job security, a pension, and a sense of
community. Until it didn’t.

I was thirteen when that factory closed, laying off 5,500 workers,
including my grandfather, who was then sixty-four years old. Our neighbor
across the street lost his job, so did my uncle. It felt like the whole town
was suddenly out of work.? Generations of workers kept the Kenosha plant
humming for more than a century, and Chrysler, one of our community’s
last remaining employers paying blue-collar workers a family-sustaining
wage, was now gone.

Chrysler had trained my grandfather to do just one thing— and to do it
expertly. When that job disappeared, Chrysler had nothing more to offer
him. He, like hundreds of others in my community, was left with no ability
to pivot, no skills for transitioning to other work. The plant and its
managers were transactional—you give us labor; we give you wages—and
made no lasting investments in their people or community. That’s a broken
system, and one that lives on, even though rapidly advancing technology
and worker discontent makes this system ultimately unsustainable.

FROM BREAKING TO WINNING

I have lived experience with the devastation—to my working-class
grandparents and our community, to my totaled rental car and battered body
—of the broken system of work. But it’s much more than personal. And it’s
more than an American phenomenon. My postdoctoral exploration of
workforce investments and the future of work was a deep dive into more
than 1,200 companies and organizations around the world, from Walmart,
the largest employer in the world, to Jergens Inc., a small manufacturing
company, and TUV SUD, a global company that provides safety testing and
certification for products we touch in our daily lives, including children’s
toys, car parts, and medical devices. This research involved extensive
interviews and data collection over more than six years, a period that
included perhaps the most disruptive force ever to hit the global workplace,
the 2020-2021 COVID-19 pandemic. The findings confirmed my
suspicions: the status quo of workplaces was choking the life out of both



people and profits. But amid the wreckage, I also found glimmers of hope:
organizations defying the old unworkable status quo model by creating for
their people—Ileaders, managers, and workers alike—oases of
collaboration, trust, and shared success. That’s what I call a Win-Win
workplace.

How can you get there, too? In the next phase of my research, I pulled
together the sometimes one-of initiatives I encountered in various
organizations and then analyzed them against theories that my fellow
organizational change and MBA nerds will appreciate: human capital
theory, stakeholder theory, systems thinking, social exchange theory, equity
theory, and distributed leadership. From there, I devised a holistic approach
to rewiring the transactional status quo workplace to a Win-Win workplace:
By prioritizing employee well-being, creating an environment where
everyone has a fair chance to succeed regardless of background or identity,
fostering continuous learning and development, and managing human
resources strategically, organizations can be adaptive, inclusive, and
financially sustainable through whatever the future holds for us all.

The Win-Win Workplace: How Thriving Employees Drive Bottom-Line
Success confronts biases and systemic barriers within corporate structures,
offering actionable solutions for recruiting practices, performance
management, and more. It’s a call to action for leaders—C-suite,
management, and worker-bee leaders alike— who are ready to transcend
the transactional status quo and build a new kind of workplace—a Win-Win
workplace—where employees and companies can thrive together. Is this an
easy path? No. But imagine the rewards. Imagine a workplace where

 employees feel valued, empowered, and connected to a purpose
greater than company profits;

 companies flourish through innovation, collaboration, and peak
performance; and

* we, as a society, collectively move beyond the win-lose mentality and
create a world of shared success.

THE ZERO-SUM WORKPLACE ISN’T WORKING

During my research, I focused on companies across sectors who were doing
well and where their employees were thriving while others who were set in



their ways were falling behind. I found two opposing strategies at play. One
valued the old ways of work, where there must be losers so that the winner
can take all the riches. I call this the Zero-Sum workplace. It’s often based
on seniority and hierarchies, where years of service and your perch on the
“org chart” mean more than performance and potential. A Zero-Sum
workplace is one that doesn’t prioritize employee well-being or consider
employees’ lives outside of work, even for those at the top.

Globally, 40 percent of workers say they grapple with an inadequate
work-life balance.? Within this group, a staggering 67 percent blame things
intrinsic to their work—Iike unclear expectations—and/or their workplace
culture, like pressure to work extra hours and be constantly available, all
while feeling undervalued.> A Zero-Sum workplace often neglects
continuous learning and development and falls short when managing human
resources strategically. As an example, the Anne E. Casey and Joyce
Foundations found that most corporations spend 80 percent of their
professional development dollars on their highest wage earners, with the
remaining dollars used for safety training for the rest—mainly entry-level
workers and frontline employees.® This especially resonated with me. My
employer paid for my graduate program at a time when I had the resources
to get it myself. Lower-level employees got little to no help climbing their
career ladders. In this sort of Zero-Sum workplace, the privileged get more
privileges and perks. The rest? They get safety training. It’s like telling the
commoners, Just get your job done without bleeding all over the place.

Whether it is a lack of imagination or the inertia of historical practices,
these companies hold their employees at a distance by design, treating them
as disposable and replaceable, thinking that will help leadership make
“tough” decisions in the long term. These are places where regular
turnovers and layoffs (rebranded with the gentler sounding “reduction in
force” or “RIF”) are the gold standard to winning the competitive
advantage. We’ve seen it a lot recently: one tech company will have a RIF,
and others will follow suit. As Jeff Shulman, a professor at the University of
Washington’s Foster School of Business says, “There is a herding effect in
tech. ... The layoffs seem to be helping their stock prices, so these
companies see no reason to stop. They’re getting away with it because
everybody is doing it. Workers are more comfortable with it; stock investors
are appreciating it.”’



The Win-Win Workplace isn’t a eulogy for this broken workplace.
Anyone can rattle of what’s wrong with work. Frankly, that’s depressing.
Instead, this book focuses on what’s going right. Armed with data, real-
world stories, and a road map that’s been test-driven in real companies, I’'m
here to show you how to tear down the walls between leaders, managers,
and frontline workers and implement a strategy whereby workers thrive and
your business succeeds. I will highlight companies across healthcare,
transportation, tech, manufacturing, and financial services that are choosing
a different strategy, a new playbook. In contrast with the Zero-Sum
workplace, these companies

» position a purpose greater than profits front and center of the
organization’s raison d’étre (for a medical device company, the
purpose can be innovation to improve quality of life for people with
disabilities; for a toy manufacturer, purpose can be bringing joy to
young and old);

« prioritize all employees’ well-being;

« embrace and celebrate diversity and inclusion;

* build a community that values the unique contributions and
perspectives of every individual;

» foster continuous learning and development;

» manage human resources strategically; and

» regularly communicate progress at all levels to ensure transparency
and buy-in.

THE MAKING OF A ROAD MAP: FROM WORKER
SKILLS TO WORKER WELL-BEING

Here’s where I want you to know exactly (but briefly) how the Win-Win
workplace strategy developed, so that you can feel confident it’s deeply
rooted in real data. My research began in 2018 at New Profit, a national
nonprofit with a twenty-year history of investing in entrepreneurs and
organizations committed to breaking down barriers between people and
their opportunity. Its Future of Work Grand Challenge aimed to prepare
more than 10 million low-wage workers for career success by 2025.% With a
multimillion-dollar purse, New Profit’s idea was to give a “moon-shot”



prize to innovators who were developing products and services to help
workers gain the tech skills that would be in demand in the future—such as
cloud computing, cybersecurity, and climate mitigation. My job was to
conduct a qualitative analysis of the 1,200-plus organizations that applied
for the prize. To do this, I collected the details of their training ideas and
solutions, as well as the demographics of their leadership and self-reported
human capital. We used the same metrics to document the progress of New
Profit’s ultimate investments in prizewinners.

My New Profit colleagues and I went into this thinking that skills were
the answer—that what the future workplace needed were investments now
in technological solutions for giving low-wage workers the skills they
would need to succeed moving forward. We conducted in-depth interviews
with over a hundred corporate executives across multiple sectors and
industries. These included oil and gas extraction, and the manufacturing of
cars, machinery, electronics, and food products. Our interviews also went
deep into service industries, including transportation, warehousing, finance,
insurance, information technology, communication, education, healthcare,
hospitality, and professional and business services (consulting). From these
same industries, we interviewed 80 employers and 180 workers. For even
broader perspective on what a future workplace—and future worker—
needs, we interviewed 75 workforce intermediaries, including United Way,
Chamber of Commerce, and the Society for Human Resource Management;
and 150 founders of startup innovating in the fields of future of work, talent
management, and generative Al, including leaders from Microsoft,
Workday, and SkyHive. Additionally, we created a worker advisory board
of 200 workers who were representatives of the United States to gain
insights from various leadership perspectives.

Two months into this research, I began to suspect that upskilling workers
would not be the silver bullet we imagined. And so, I convened three
summits—in Detroit (October 2019) Boston (January 2020), and Los
Angeles (March 2020)—bringing together employers, worker-training
startup founders, MIT researchers, human resources experts, and frontline
workers. These workers included everyone from McDonald’s cashiers and
fry cooks to JPMorgan Chase bank tellers, techs at Slack, and nurses at
hospitals. We held “design sessions” where together these groups with a
360-degree view of the workplace imagined what skills workers would
need for sustainable careers that could support them (and their families) into



the future. Lo and behold, we kept hearing not just about skill gaps, but
about other barriers that played an even bigger role in holding workers
back. Things like access to childcare and transportation. At the January
convening, one state official surprised me by saying, it’s not hard for people
to get a job. The challenge is when life happens like their car breaks down
or their kid must stay home sick from school. It was becoming clear that the
future of work needed more than advanced worker skills. It needed
innovations around our human capital processes—and simple employee
well-being.

THE RESEARCH SHIFT: THE FUTURE OF WORK
BECOMES THE PRESENT

When COVID-19 was declared a pandemic in March 2020, I saw the future
of work become the present. Overnight, people in industries like travel and
restaurants needed to make immediate career transitions while millions of
others were suddenly figuring out how to teach school or conduct doctors’
visits remotely from home offices. It became clear that there were two
classes of workers: those who could afford to shelter in place, earn, learn,
and thrive; and a second-class majority who had to settle for low wages and
poor benefits while being routinely exposed to the virus. Our research at
New Profit took on a greater urgency and expanded to address workers
displaced by the pandemic and the automation that accompanied remote
work. Because while 2020 was abnormal, crises are not. And when wars
arise in other nations, or economic depressions or natural disasters hit ours,
workers without basic supports in place stand to lose a lot. Maybe
everything.’

By the end of the New Profit Future of Work Grand Challenge in 2022, I
had spoken to hundreds of workers, scores of employers, and the
organizations that support them. These conversations— and the data and
document sharing that followed—made me realize that employees would
not be able to “skill their way” to better outcomes in the future of work. The
workplaces themselves needed a radical transformation where employers
take on a greater responsibility for the holistic well-being of their
employees. That’s the way organizations thrive in the future of work—



alongside their thriving workers. Next, I needed to see what employee well-
being would mean to an organization’s bottom line.

CONCEPTUALIZING A WIN-WIN WORKPLACE

I left New Profit in 2022 and founded Future Forward Strategies, a labor-
market analytics and strategies firm. This enabled me to focus my research
on basic supports for workers, and to see if there was an economic case to
be made for a business strategy of innovations around human capital and
employee well-being. Was there a better approach to human capital
management—something more holistic than one-of initiatives like Summer
Fridays—that could lead to better business sustainability?

My team and I took a deeper, broader look at the 1,200-plus companies
from my New Profit research. From this analysis, I identified nine practices
of what I had begun to conceptualize as “Win-Win workplaces.” I call these
practices the nine pillars of the Win-Win workplace, and they are central to
creating sustainable and human-centered organizations. The nine pillars,
which are summarized below, systematically address high turnover,
absenteeism, reduced productivity, and poor customer service—all critical
issues of the Zero-Sum workplace that have worsened since the pandemic.

Pillar One: Centering Employee Voices

« Shift from suggestion boxes to actionable feedback mechanisms.

* Ensure that employee concerns and ideas are represented in all areas
of the business, and that employees see their feedback in action,
contributing to positive change.

* See positive correlations for profits, revenue, stock price, and asset
valuation.

* Bottom line: When employees see their ideas used to make positive
changes, they feel more involved in the company’s success and are
more likely to stay (lower turnover).

Pillar Two: Cultivating Mutualistic Working Relationships

* Build and nurture positive, collaborative Win-Win relationships
between employees and employers.



 Expand the notion of employee rewards beyond salary and wages to
include purpose and an alignment of values so that employees feel
they are contributing more than the simple completion of tasks.

* Bottom line: When employees feel appreciated and contributory, the
result for the company is higher profits, higher asset valuation, and
lower turnover, which means lower costs over the long term.

Pillar Three: Implementing Intersectional Inclusion Strategies

* Create a workplace where employees can show up authentically
without feeling they have to mask their identity, background, or any
personal challenges.

» Acknowledge and value the unique experiences of employees from
diverse backgrounds.

» Move beyond benefits designed for a single demographic.

* Create a work environment that leverages and celebrates the identities
of all employees.

* Bottom line: When employees feel comfortable bringing their whole
selves to work, it can redirect energy spent hiding issues to creating
value for the company, leading to higher profits and higher asset
valuation.

Pillar Four: Reimagining Employee Benefits

» Offer a variety of benefit options to meet individual employee needs.

» Move beyond traditional benefits to include options like caregiving
services and work-life coaching.

* Allow employees to recommend benefits that work for them.

* Bottom line: Giving employees ownership over their benefits increases
satisfaction and loyalty, which can actually boost all areas of the
company’s finances—profits, sales, stock price, and overall value.

Pillar Five: Activating Frontline Leaders

« Empower frontline leaders to champion inclusion efforts.

* Empower frontline managers to design and implement human-
centered strategies.

* Move decision-making closer to the work being done.



* Increase employee ownership and accountability.

* Bottom line: Makes employees feel more responsible (ownership) and
invested (engagement), leading to higher profits and a more valuable
company (higher asset valuation), plus lower turnover.

Pillar Six: Hiring STARs versus Prioritizing Credentials

 Hire based on a candidate’s skills, talents, abilities, and results
(STARSs) rather than solely on traditional academic/educational
credentials.

* Develop innovative assessment methods to identify talent through
alternative routes.

 Expand the talent pool by considering candidates with diverse
backgrounds and experiences.

* Bottom line: Opens the door to a wider range of talented people who
might not have a traditional education. This approach can lead to
higher profits, higher asset valuation, and a potential boost in stock
price.

Pillar Seven: Developing Deep Talent Benches

* Nurture and grow talent within the organization to fill future
leadership roles.

* Invest in training and development programs to grow internal talent.

* Retain top talent by offering career advancement pathways.

* Bottom line: Keeping the best employees (retention of top talent) helps
companies create a culture where everyone is always learning and
improving (culture of learning and growth). This can earn the
company a higher asset valuation.

Pillar Eight: Using Human-Capital Reporting as a Competitive
Strategy

» Use data and metrics related to employees (human capital) to inform
strategic decision-making and then communicate the decision-making
factors to employees.

* Track and measure human-capital data like employee compensation,
training, and well-being.



* Increase transparency by disclosing relevant human-capital data.

* Bottom line: Data-driven decision-making, improved workforce
planning, and increased employee trust can lead to higher profits,
more sales (revenue), and higher asset valuation.

Pillar Nine: Distributing Leadership via Entrepreneurial Structures

* Move beyond rigid hierarchies toward flatter organizational structures.

» Empower employees at all levels within the organization to share
ideas, expertise, and to take ownership and make decisions.

* Create a work environment where collaboration and innovation thrive.

* Bottom line: Collaboration and innovation lead to increased agility
and problem-solving capabilities. These can boost all areas of the
company’s finances—higher profits, more sales, increased stock price,
and higher asset valuation.

Once we identified these pillars, we sought to understand how they
impact financial performance. We investigated the connection between how
closely businesses hewed to the Win-Win workplace pillars and how well
they did financially over two years, looking at things like stock price,
profits compared to total sales, and overall sales growth. We thought
focusing on shareholder value was important because it reflects
expectations of a company’s future profitability. We suspected that
investing in employees and creating better work environments would pay
off in the long run, especially as experienced workers move into higher-
level jobs. But we looked at all three financial measures to make sure our
evidence was strong.

To understand how well companies followed the pillars, we looked at
what they said in public reports and tax documents; we talked to both
employers and employees; and we scoured websites like LinkedIn and
Glassdoor for information on employee sentiment. We created a big data set
of promises and certifications related to the nine pillars, scored each
company’s performance, and then did a regression analysis to see how the
companies’ use of them affected their financial performance.

To double- and then triple-check our findings, we partnered with JUST
Capital and Burning Glass Institute, both research nonprofits, to run the
same regression analysis on their own survey data sets. While their surveys



didn’t address all nine of our Win-Win workplace pillars, they overlapped
enough—JUST Capital surveyed 950 corporations on social responsibility;
Burning Glass, as part of their American Opportunity Index and other
proprietary databases, had career histories and compensation data for
almost 5 million US workers at 355 Fortune 500 companies—to be
meaningful.

A striking 96 percent of our analyses showed a positive correlation
between increased revenue or profit and the employment practices in our
nine pillars. This is the empirical evidence baked into the new world order
of The Win-Win Workplace.

KEY FINDINGS

1. Employers that center their employee voices are much more likely to
retain their employees—and achieve significantly higher revenues.

2. Workplaces where employees have clear pathways to internal
advancement achieve much better profits and valuation than those
without such pathways.

3. Companies where employees have stock ownership plans achieve
much higher revenues and assets.

4. Workplaces where employee benefits go beyond the traditional—to
include offerings such as backup dependent care, paternity leave, and
subsidized childcare—are more likely to achieve higher profits and
valuation.

This book is your road map to achieving this vision, whether you’re a
CEQ, C-suite leader, small business owner, or an employee trying to get
ahead. We’ll explore the urgent need for transformation, the limitations of
the transactional model and the Zero-Sum workplace, and the core
principles of building a Win-Win workplace. We’ll delve into practical
strategies, leadership mindsets, and the inevitable challenges you’ll
encounter along the way—all of it showcased in vivid (and, I hope, lively!)
case studies.

The case studies that you will find in each chapter are the real stories of
real people in real organizations—in the United States and overseas—that I



encountered and studied in my research. This research included not only the
extensive data collection and analysis previously described, but also one-
on-one interviews with business leaders and workers alike. In Chapter Five,
the second case study, titled “Global People Leaders,” is presented as a
composite of three organizations from my research that, for competitive and
proprietary reasons, did not want to be identified.

PUTTING THE PILLARS IN PLACE

Think of the Win-Win workplace pillars as spokes on a wheel of fortune
that you can spin for one pillar at a time and then repeat for the next pillar,
depending on your workplace’s needs. This cyclical Win-Win process of
change ensures continuous improvement and adaptation within the
workplace transformation journey.

Six Steps to Launching
the Win-Win Process of Change

Prepare

1. Start by centering employee voices: Consider employees’ lived
experiences and expertise and integrate their input and feedback to
ground business decisions. Talk to people on the front line. Pay
specific attention to frontline managers and include their analysis of
any challenges and solutions.

Act

2. Select which of pillars two through nine to work on next based on
your workplace needs: Be guided by employee-identified needs and
pain points.

Refine

3. Empower employees to develop new approaches to the selected
pillar: Go beyond feedback boxes by giving employees voice and



decision rights in shaping new solutions to issues that matter most to
them and impact their work.

4. Evaluate outcomes and adoption of the new approaches: Gather
feedback from employees on the effectiveness of the new approaches.

5. Adjust the new approaches as needed: Collaborate with employees
to refine and amplify the impact of the new approaches.

Communicate and Learn

6. Transparent communication: Share updates on the implementation
progress, the results of the changes, and key learnings from the
actions. This communication should be clear, concise, and accessible
to all employees.

Continue the cycle by repeating steps two through six for the next pillar.
Center employee voices again when selecting the next pillar to address and
in developing and implementing new approaches to that pillar. See Figure 1
which represents the Win-Win process of change diagrammatically.

In Chapter One, “Centering Employee Voices,” we consider employee
voice, whereby employees have a say in issues that matter most to them,
and employee engagement, whereby employees become thought partners in
all aspects of the business. We explore operationalizing employee feedback
and participation in decision-making processes. This chapter provides a
through line to each subsequent strategy, because without the centering of
employee voices, the rest are just actions with no anchor.

Chapter Two, “Committing to Win-Win Relationships,” lays out the
pitfalls of the Zero-Sum workplace and challenges us to reimagine the
employer-employee relationship and a workplace culture that values
mutuality, well-being and aligns with personal values.



PREPARE
Step I: Start by centering ACT
employee veoices Step 2: Select pillar
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Win-Win
Process of Change

COMMUNICATE
AND LEARN

Step 6: Share progress
and learnings

Figure 1. Win-Win Process of Change

In Chapter Three, “The Whole Employee,” we address an element of
inclusivity that is oft overlooked in the workplace and look at policies and
practices that honor the multifaceted identities of employees.

Chapter Four, “Reimagining Employee Benefits,” explores the
importance of flexible benefits options that prioritize employee choice and
autonomy.

In Chapter Five, “Activating Frontline Leaders,” we delve into the
complexities of maximizing middle-management leadership, offering
strategies for meaningful organizational change.

Chapter Six, “Rethinking Credentials,” challenges the notion of
traditional credentials—pedigree and diploma—as the sole measure of



talent, advocating for skills-based hiring and inclusivity in talent
acquisition.

Moving forward, Chapter Seven, “Developing Deep Talent Benches,”
focuses on talent retention and development strategies for long-term
growth.

In Chapter Eight, “Using Human-Capital Reporting as a Competitive
Strategy,” we explore how transparency in reporting human capital metrics
can enhance accountability and organizational success.

In Chapter Nine, “Distributing Leadership,” I advocate for flatter
organizational structures that empower workers and foster collaboration and
innovation.

Finally, in Chapter Ten, “How to Measure Impact and ROI in the Win-
Win Workplace,” we offer an approach to measuring the return on
investment of implementing our nine pillars.

So, whether you’re ready to dive in headfirst or prefer to take a more
measured approach, the Win-Win workplace revolution awaits. Join us as
we embark on this journey together, redefining the future of work one
chapter at a time. Welcome—to a world where success is measured not only
in profits, but also in building a workplace where everyone, from the CEO
to the intern, can truly win. If you’re ready to join the ranks of those who
dare to dream of a better world of work, turn the page, and let’s begin!
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CHAPTER ONE

CENTERING EMPLOYEE VOICES

F or too long, too many workplaces have thought of employees as an
input: insert workers and out come product and profits. A Win-Win
workplace treats employees as investments: treat employees well and reap
bigger profits. It’s a simple shift, but a radical one. It starts with centering
employee voices, eliciting their perspectives, and factoring their concerns
and ideas into company decision-making. This is the central pillar of the
Win-Win workplace, from which all improvements emerge.

Large firms spend thousands of dollars a year for every companywide
survey that they administer. In fact, some of the largest corporations have
entire teams dedicated to “people analytics,” collecting massive amounts of
data that, in theory, should help these organizations improve employee
satisfaction and reduce turnover. Indeed, employers are gathering more
feedback from their workers than ever—whether through a vintage
suggestion box in the employee lunchroom, 360-degree reviews
(comprehensive individual performance evaluations by supervisors, peers,
and subordinates), or Net Promoter Score, which is a measure of customer
loyalty and satisfaction. So, the really vexing question is: With so much
employee feedback being gathered, why are they still not feeling heard?
Workers in 2024 were the most unhappy they’ve been since they were in
the throes of pandemic shutdowns.! And employee satisfaction with their
employers is among the lowest rates on record. A 2022 Gallup poll revealed
that 76 percent of workers believe that their bosses don’t care about their
well-being.? That’s the transactional model of the Zero-Sum workplace
rearing its head. Our goal in a Win-Win workplace is to do more than gather
employee feedback. We want to take action with that feedback, giving
workers a real voice and tangible influence over the workplace conditions
that are most important to them. Our goal is to foster healthier companies—
more equitable, sustainable, and profitable companies.



WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

My research found that organizations who actively listen to their employees—and then
incorporate employee feedback into business and management decisions and give
consideration in these decisions to the lived daily realities of their employees— tend to
perform significantly better financially than their peers with Zero-Sum workplaces, where
employee input is not sought, and workers are treated like replaceable machine parts.
Analyzing data from 355 firms among the Fortune 500, I found that employee-centered
companies who have invested in Win-Win workplaces have more valuable assets (39 percent),
44 percent had higher profits, and 38 percent had increased revenue. Furthermore, those
organizations who focus on retaining employees experience additional advantages. They
generate more revenue per employee and have a higher valuation in relation to their revenue.
These findings underscore the critical role that employee voices and feedback can play in
driving gains in financial performance, organizational value, and market standing.

Any strategy for creating a Win-Win workplace, if it is to be effective,
requires employers to analyze their business’s value chain and ensure that
the whole employee—their feedback, their input, their lived experience and
realities plus the business expertise they’ve accrued from their frontline
jobs—is represented in all areas of the value chain. To help do this, there is
an emergent specialty within data science called people analytics. The work
that firms are undertaking with generative artificial intelligence (Al) to
make sense of their data promises vital insights into developing smart
solutions and programming that better serve both employees and the
organizational bottom line. Throughout this book, I will offer ideas on how
to leverage this technology in the building of our Win-Win workplace
pillars.

I am not saying that everything employees assert in feedback must be
followed to the letter. What I am saying is that it’s essential to acknowledge
workers at all levels as valuable sources of critical data, insights on
innovation, and opportunities for efficiency. Their experiences at work and
outside of the workplace can impact the bottom line. In 2024, research from
Gallup found a connection between strong employee engagement and
positive business results. These results include a 23 percent increase in
profitability, 18 percent increase in productivity, 10 percent increase in
customer loyalty and engagement, and reduced turnover.? It’s a simple Win-
Win: when employees are engaged, they help their businesses thrive.

No one is more passionately certain of this than Pete Stavros, an
innovator in business organization who has proven the efficacy of centering



employee voices (pillar one of the Win-Win workplace) at a little-known
garage door manufacturer in Arthur, Illinois.

Case Study: KKR: Opening Doors, Winning Hearts

Kohlberg Kravis Roberts & Co. Inc., also known as KKR, is a powerhouse in the global
financial world, investing in what they see as undervalued businesses, energy projects, and
real estate to help them grow and succeed. When Pete Stavros took charge of the Industrials
group within KKR in 2005, he began experimenting with ways to address a common
problem impacting companies: strained employer-employee relationships that led to
inefficient deliveries, waste, and low productivity. As the son of a Chicago construction
worker who raised his family on a $15 hourly wage, Pete grew up knowing only one kind of
worker-boss relationship: one of conflict. His dad and his coworkers seemed constantly at
odds with their boss. Especially over hours. They were being asked to work during unpaid
lunch breaks and would see their hours cut without explanation. “If you make fifteen bucks
an hour, all you want are more hours and ideally some overtime. But the employer wants

exactly the opposite,” Pete shared. “There were nonstop fights over hours that led to bad
behavior and strikes that my family had to live through. My dad would say, ‘I should care
about quality, cost, and doing the job right and on time. But I don’t.”” Pete remembered
stories of worker retaliation like slow-walking their tasks, holding their tongues when they
saw cost-saving opportunities, and intentionally disrupting operations by scheduling
deliveries when no one would be available to receive them. It was even worse than a Zero-
Sum arrangement, with each side taking steps to actually damage the other. Years later, these
stories from his childhood fed Pete’s determination at KKR to improve worker conditions—
especially in blue-collar industrial jobs—by understanding the link between employee
engagement and business outcomes.

When KKR bought C.H.I. Overhead Doors, a garage-door manufacturer in Arthur,
Mlinois, in 2015, Pete saw the potential for increased summer productivity, reduced waste,
and enhanced safety at C.H.I., all of which could be controlled by employees. Pete also saw
an opportunity to test a new employee engagement strategy he had begun experimenting with
a few years earlier.

First, he and C.H.I.’s management undertook an initial employee survey (step one of the
Win-Win process of change: identify opportunities to center employee voice). Only 30
percent of the workers participated in the survey—the first sign of the significant challenges
C.H.I. faced. Those employees who did respond indicated that morale was low, and they had
no faith that the survey would change anything about how they experienced working at
C.H.I. They had seen ownership of C.H.I. change hands among private-equity firms four
times in thirteen years and had learned to expect business as usual. They had heard empty
promises before—about making the company a better, safer place to work—and injuries
remained common, with 14 percent of employees sustaining reportable injuries each year.

Pete understood right away that KKR and C.H.I. management would need to take bold
steps to change the workers’ minds and ensure that worker incentives were aligned with
worker goals. He along with C.H.I.’s management got to work implementing his employee-
engagement experiment: the company would make every employee into an owner and
financial stakeholder, promising a slice of profits with a minimum payout of $15,000 if the
company achieved its targets upon sale. KKR and C.H.I. management were transparent with
the workforce and communicated clearly (pillar eight of the Win-Win workplace) that their
goal was to sell the company at a profit in five to seven years. The premise, as KKR had



successfully tested at other firms, was that if employees felt and were treated like owners,
they would be more invested in the company’s success and more likely to suggest
improvements and manage resources responsibly.

Convincing the employees that management’s profit-sharing offer was legitimate proved
challenging though, considering the deep-seated distrust and resentment that had built up
over thirteen years and multiple owners. As a first step and a way to build trust, Pete and
C.H.I.’s management team embedded themselves in the daily hands-on operations of the
company. Pete spent one week riding the delivery routes with C.H.I. truck drivers. Another
week, he shadowed salespeople on the road. The idea was to identify pain points, such as
inefficient delivery routes and scrap metal wastage, but also to become acquainted with the
worker experience, listen to worker concerns and ideas (pillars one and two of the Win-Win
workplace) and persuade workers to actively contribute to workplace change. Since profits
from ownership stakes were not guaranteed, management also immediately took measures to
demonstrate that the company was going to invest in the employees and include them in
decision-making.

Pete and KKR approved a $1-million allocation to finance employee-recommended
capital improvements at C.H.I. This was a clear sign of management’s commitment to
honoring employee voices. Employees first requested an air-conditioned factory, an
unconventional investment for an open-floor, uninsulated plant. Nevertheless, KKR followed
through on their commitment, and, sure enough, it proved advantageous as it maintained
employee productivity during hot summers. In subsequent years, C.H.I. employees voted to
invest in new break rooms, a new cafeteria with healthy food options, and an on-site medical
clinic. Management additionally held financial literacy workshops where finance coaches
helped workers understand their ownership stake—and also addressed their household
finance questions. (Let’s recall here that part of pillar one is to consider workers’ lived reality
outside the workplace.) A Zero-Sum leader might question whether these “extras” were smart
investments; a Win-Win leader like Pete knows that they are. “How do you get workers to
feel like they own their outcome and, together, we own this company and where it’s headed?
It’s not just a handout of stock,” Pete told me in our interview. “It’s all of these things
together that create an ownership culture among all of your workers.”

The KKR and C.H.I. management team also established communication channels to build
employee buy-in. They sought out employee-driven solutions such as reducing metal scrap
waste and identifying delivery scheduling inefficiencies, resulting in reduced labor and fuel
costs. Management began holding quarterly “owners’ meetings” to keep the employee-
feedback loop churning— “more feedback, more action, more feedback, more action” is how
Pete described it—and to update all employees on the progress of the business. For example,
safety improvements—including added machine guards and the mandatory use of goggles
and steel-toed shoes freshly provided by the company—saw reportable injuries at the plant
plummet by more than 50 percent, as did the severity of the injuries during the time that
KKR owned C.H.I. “Over time, people felt invested in,” Pete said. “And they felt like they
could trust the leadership team.”

Over its years of KKR ownership, C.H.I. paid four dividends to employees, amounting to
around $9,000 apiece. Pete called the dividends a “moment of ‘wow’” for workers who
might have doubted their stock ownership would amount to anything. He remembers vividly
the cumbersome—but oh-so-rewarding— process of paying out the stock when C.H.I. was
sold in 2022. For C.H.I.’s eight hundred nonmanagement employees, the average payout on
their ownership stake was $175,000, well in excess of the promised $15,000 minimum. Pete
called some workers to confirm account numbers and to personally share the good news of
the payout amount: “The assistant treasurer was just overcome with emotion of what this
money was going to mean for his life. Many of these folks had not had wealth before. I heard



stories of people who were going to get out of debt, pay off their home, be able to invest for
the first time.” On the other side of the ledger, the company reaped quantifiable benefit from
prioritizing employee voices and well-being. C.H.I. cultivated a more engaged, satisfied, and
productive workforce that reduced operational costs, preserved institutional knowledge (by
improving retention), and drove the company’s bottom-line success. The numbers punctuate
Pete’s story: C.H.I. saw profit margins swell from 20 percent to an impressive 35 percent—
and realized a 120 percent surge in revenue—over the seven-year course of its transformation

to a Win-Win workplace.

Process of Change: Six Steps to Center Employee Voices

Prepare

1. Identify opportunities to center employee voice: Recognize that

Act

traditional methods of gathering feedback haven’t been effective.
Employees currently feel like their voices don’t matter. Look at your
past employee engagement surveys to understand if participation rates
and responses indicate that your workforce feels the same as the 76
percent of workers who told Gallup that their bosses don’t care about
worker well-being.

. Prioritize centering employee voice: Identify opportunities to

integrate employee input and feedback across all aspects of the
business value chain. Consider workers’ lived experiences and
expertise when making decisions. Create vehicles where employees
can voice perceptions of their relationship with work. This should
include soliciting their thoughts on the opportunities for the company
to leverage relationships and their ideas for improvement. Model
KKR’s regularly held “owners’ meetings” with a weekly standup or
quarterly town hall to share examples of company performance,
strategic initiatives, progress on employee initiatives, success stories,
or cultural aspects. At the end of the day, branding matters—and,
ultimately, we want employees to think like owners and invest in
company success as such.

Refine



3. Engage with employees to develop new approaches to Win-Win
working relationships: Go beyond feedback boxes by giving
employees a say and decision rights in developing new approaches to
initiatives and programs that impact their work. For instance, in the
KKR case, management allocated $1 million in their operational
budget to funding improvements suggested by and voted on by
employees, including air conditioning, delivery-route optimization,
and an on-site medical clinic.

4. Evaluate outcomes and adoption of new approaches: Plumb
employee opinion on the effectiveness of the changes and use regular
meetings with your workforce to communicate the company
perspective and discuss possible next steps. As KKR’s Pete Stavros
summarized this loop: “More feedback, more action, more feedback,
more action.”

5. Adjust new approaches as needed: Maintain open communication
channels to gather ongoing employee feedback and collaboratively
refine the implemented approaches to maximize effectiveness.

Communicate and Learn

6. Communicate progress in implementing the new approaches, the
results of the changes, and learnings from the actions: Management
at KKR and C.H.I. used their quarterly “owners’ meetings” to update
their entire workforce on how the company was doing, the progress of
employee-suggested improvements, and the measured business impact
of these improvements, including, for example, increased productivity
in summer months due to the new air-conditioning and cost-savings
attributed to new delivery-route optimization.

The KKR case study provides real-world examples of strategies that
embrace the cyclical Win-Win process of change and lead to a Win-Win
workplace:

« Committing to Win-Win working relationships and
understanding employee concerns: Pete Stavros’s childhood
experiences shaped his desire to improve the employer-employee



dynamic. He recognized the negative impact of workers feeling
undervalued. What are ways to get more proximate with your
employees? Do your managers have the lived experience to relate not
only to your customers but also to your employees—their staff?

* Distributing leadership via entrepreneurial structures: KKR
transformed C.H.I. employees into owners, aligning employee and
company goals. This fostered a sense of shared responsibility. We will
explore more structures like this in Chapter Nine.

* Reimagining employee benefits and investing in employee ideas:
KKR allocated $1 million for employee-selected improvements,
demonstrating commitment to their voices.

» Open communication channels: KKR established systems for
employees to propose ideas for mitigating financial and
environmental costs, like reducing scrap metal waste and improving
delivery routes.

* Embracing transparency about human capital and measuring
success: KKR’s aim was to have every worker’s buy-in on the
company’s five-to-seven-year goals. That meant, in part, clearly
communicating how individual roles contributed to the goal and
identifying any skill gaps that needed to be addressed through training
or development programs. This ensured each employee understood
their unique role in achieving the company’s vision. The company’s
profit margins and revenue increased significantly, highlighting the
positive impact of centering employee voices.

Overall, these steps promote a culture of radical openness where
employee feedback is actively sought, valued, and acted upon. It’s not just a
feel-good practice; it’s a strategic imperative. In the most effective
organizations these steps form a continuous cycle of improvement that
allows the organization to unlock a wealth of untapped potential and build a
more equitable future of work, where employee well-being and company
success go hand in hand.

Now that we’ve learned about the importance of centering employee
well-being, let’s shift our focus to Chapter Two and committing to Win-Win
working relationships.

OceanofPDF.com


https://oceanofpdf.com/

CHAPTER TWO

COMMITTING TO WIN-WIN RELATIONSHIPS

W hite House correspondent Sandra Sobieraj Westfall was a typical Gen
X working mom, juggling job and family and never letting the boss
see her sweat. Then, in December 2013, she found herself without childcare
on the morning of a big interview with Associate Justice Sonia Sotomayor
at the Supreme Court. “I scrambled for a babysitter, even considered having
the hotel concierge send a perfect stranger to my room to sit with my eight-
year-old son Jonathan—anything but let my editor know that I had a
personal conflict,” Sandra, a veteran of the Associated Press and People
magazine, recalled to me in a 2024 interview.! It was easier, she bargained,
to let the justice know—and hope for the best.

In an email to Sotomayor’s chambers staff, Sandra asked if Jonathan
could tag along to the Supreme Court. “I apologized for being
unprofessional, promised that Jonathan would sit quietly with his Magic
Tree House books and not intrude on the justice’s valuable time.” The
almost-instant reply left the desperate mom in tears. No, a staffer wrote
back, Jonathan will not sit quietly in the lobby but instead will be the
justice’s special guest in her chambers where there were holiday
decorations and hot chocolate. “I’ll never forget this one line in the email:
“The justice doesn’t believe anyone should have to apologize for being a
parent.” That changed my life,” Sandra told me. “It changed how I thought
about being a mom who works and how I supervise other working parents.”

NO MORE PRETENDING

Gone are the days of Sandra’s Zero-Sum workplace, when baby boomer
and Gen X employees were content to get a paycheck in exchange for
getting a job done, usually within a set number of hours. Coming up in her
career in the 1990s, when Washington journalism was still a male-



dominated field, Sandra was also conditioned to expect that she needed to
get her job done without her personal life getting in the way. But the
Millennial and Gen Z majority of tomorrow’s workforce doesn’t live that
way. They prioritize purpose, well-being, and alignment with personal
values at work. This requires a fundamental change in how companies and
organizations approach their employees.

Fostering Win-Win working relationships—ones that prioritize both
company success and employee well-being by recognizing them as fully
three-dimensional human beings—is the new way forward. The challenge,
however, is that we have never been taught how to engage in relationships
authentically at work. Instead, we are taught to act “professionally” and, in
doing so, many workers silence big pieces of who they are or have felt
silenced. A worker could be losing their home, caring for a chronically ill
spouse, or taking three buses to work because their car broke down, and yet
they put their game face on, come into work, and do their job—the stress
and distraction of everything else be damned. Putting this artificial wall
between work and life serves neither workers, nor their bosses, nor the
company. In this chapter, we’ll build on the information we learned in
Chapter One to explore how we can fundamentally change workplace
culture to embrace humanity and connection—across hierarchies, titles,
departments, and identity markers.

Our artificial work personas have left our relationships at work—if we
can call them that—frayed at best. One of my favorite Instagram accounts is
called “Corporate Snark.” Its description reads, “Work humor. I’m only
saying what you already think.” The account has almost three hundred
thousand followers and posts daily videos of workplace scenarios that we
all know too well: there’s an employee jumping for joy when his weekly
meeting with his boss is canceled, and a dog growling as he’s persistently
copied into irrelevant emails. While funny at first glance, the workplace
videos and memes all over social media reflect the darker truth that many of
our colleagues don’t feel very collegial at work.2

It’s hardly just an American problem. In fact, 84 percent of people in the
United States and 93 percent of people in the United Kingdom reported
working in a toxic work environment, according to surveys by FlexJobs and
Gleeson Recruitment Group, a UK-based recruiting firm.? In China, after
some CEOQOs publicly lauded the illegal “996 work culture,” where people
work a punishing 9 a.m. to 9 p.m., six days a week, the Chinese government



took steps to tighten labor protections.? “Unlike their parents who believed
that hard work pays of, there has been a growing sense of dissatisfaction
among exhausted Chinese youth who see little reward in doing the same,”
the BBC reported from China in September 2021.> So-called right to
disconnect legislation has similarly swept through Europe and is under
consideration in Kenya. With France leading the way, a half-dozen
European countries have, in recent years, enacted laws granting—and
protecting—the rights of workers not to respond to work calls or emails
during nonworking hours. Proponents cite the need to safeguard workers’
mental health and family time and to avoid burnout. In the past, bosses most
often brushed past these so-called lifestyle concerns, or outright ignored
them, while workers learned “to go along to get along.” They “transacted”
with their colleagues, their supervisors, and senior management. They
tolerated—and thus perpetuated—the Zero-Sum workplace.

HOW WE GOT HERE SHOWS THE WAY OUT

A brief look at history helps us understand how we got stuck in the Zero-
Sum trap—and points the way to a Win-Win future. Our modern workplace
was built from the vestiges of inherently inequitable systems. Workplace
hierarchies, present-day management practices, and workplace organization
were all established when businesses in the United States relied on the free
labor of enslaved people.® This system was not created to treat people
humanely, let alone consider them trustworthy or deserving of agency and
choice. Instead, it was designed to eke out the most productivity possible
from each human capital input. More plainly put, the system brutally (and
literally) dehumanized workers by making them “property”—all in the
name of profit. Vestiges of this still manifest themselves today in everything
from the expectation of unpaid overtime to command-and-control structures
and, inevitably, the “us against them” cultures and hierarchies that don’t
serve anyone. In short, for centuries, we have been raised in our
professional lives to see work as impersonal and to objectify each other.
And none of this has been as good for business as we’ve been led to
believe. Caitlin Rosenthal, a prominent professor of economic history, has
made significant contributions to debunking the foundations of capitalist
development and the theory that individual wealth accumulation will feed
broader societal progress. Rosenthal observes, “Modern narratives of



capitalist development often emphasize the positive-sum outcomes of many
individual choices. They suggest that free, even selfish, decisions go hand
in hand with growth and innovation. They also assume that vast wealth
accumulated by a few accompanies improved circumstances for many.”’
None of this has been borne out. Drawing from the business history of the
United States, Rosenthal makes clear the potential dangers of profit-seeking
when everything, including human lives, is treated as a commodity.

Such is the inequity at the root of the disconnection and disaffection in
the modern workplace. And, to continue the metaphor, it has sprouted
realities like the 200 percent turnover rate in retail that is accepted as a
given and built into retail operating and business models. Putting aside the
moral implications of regarding workers as replaceable cogs in the
machinery of business, consider the wasted cost of all that employee
turnover. And what if that massive turnover wasn’t a given, but an
anomaly?

That’s the future we are aiming for. Sebastian Buck, a cofounder of Enso
Future Design who specializes in consulting with mission-driven
organizations, has found—as I have in my own research— that efficiency
and employee well-being do not have to be a trade-off. “In a drive for
efficiency, which so often means limiting the very things that make work
more fulfilling, enriching and joyful, leaders may curtail the very thing they
are really looking for: financial health,” Buck wrote in 2023. “But the most
important hurdle to overcome in the quest for greater well-being is leaders’
legacy attachment to prioritizing profit over people, leading to worse
outcomes for both. Without real intention towards well-being, no progress
is possible.”® What does that intention look like, and is it worth it? Read on.

MY BOSS DOESN’T CARE ABOUT ME: THE DEMISE OF
THE TRANSACTIONAL MODEL

Transactional relationships have brought the workforce to a pivotal
juncture, culminating in the Great Resignation and its aftermath. The Great
Resignation refers to a significant trend where large numbers of employees
voluntarily left their jobs, often in response to shifts in the workplace
brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. These shifts included remote
work opportunities, reevaluations of work-life balance, concerns over



health and safety, and a reassessment of career priorities and values.
Personal grievances that were once muted can now be endlessly aired and
replayed on social media. The result is an environment that pits workers
against workers, and also workers against their employers and companies.
As you might recall from the Gallup poll discussed in Chapter One, a
staggering 76 percent of workers feel profoundly neglected by their
employers and believe their bosses do not genuinely care about them.?
Contemplate the impact of spending a full third of one’s life feeling
unappreciated!

All of this raises a critical question for company leaders: When a
workforce feels like its leaders don’t care about them, why would workers
care about the company’s goals, strategic plans, and growth strategies? The
traditional driver of loyalty—the paycheck—has lost its resonance. Wages
are not keeping pace with inflation, and individuals are grappling with
thirty-year-high household and student debt.!° In this context, people are
collectively reassessing the value of work. My research demonstrates that
businesses benefit when employee-to-employee and employee-to-employer
connections are optimized and everyone in the workplace feels like they can
show up to work as their full selves and be regarded as full human beings.

PEOPLE DON’T QUIT JOBS; THEY QUIT PEOPLE

Typically, workers quit their jobs when they give up on the people in the
workplace—peers and/or supervisors—because of the absence of any
feeling of human connection to them. This underscores the imperative for
companies—those who wish to retain their talent—to reflect seriously on
the relational foundations that underpin their workplaces. The limitations of
the transactional work culture are becoming increasingly apparent. When an
organization is focused solely on cycles of short-term gains and output, then
employee engagement, morale, and loyalty fall. What exactly do we mean
by “employee engagement”? In a traditional Zero-Sum workplace, it is one-
directional: the positive commitment demonstrated by employees toward
their job and organization, and is an important asset for small and medium-
sized enterprises that seek to adapt to an uncertain environment. But
engagement in a Win-Win workplace is bidirectional—or two-way and
peer-oriented—where employees engage by having a say and decision
rights on the issues that matter most to them and that impact their work



performance and positive business results (e.g., increased profitability,
productivity, customer loyalty).

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

My analysis found that companies that cultivate a human-centered culture of connection
financially outperform their industry peers. Data from 355 Fortune 500 firms revealed a
strong correlation between positive employee relations—such as high employee engagement,
low turnover rates, and comprehensive benefits packages—and robust financial metrics,
including 46 percent of companies showed higher profitability, and 55 percent of companies
have a strong performance in valuation and 55 percent of companies a strong performance in
profits as a percentage of sales.

These companies experience a significant increase in valuation, indicating a rise in
investor confidence and overall company worth—a strong foundation for future financial
success. The companies also achieve a notable rise in revenue, suggesting increased
productivity and a strong customer base. Furthermore, their assets show appreciable growth,
further solidifying their financial strength. Many of these companies boast positive financial
performance ratios relative to their peers, a strong indicator of overall profitability and
efficiency.

Investing in employee well-being—through practices such as student loan debt
forgiveness, as Abbott Laboratories offers, or the mental health wellness program that the
Kimpton Hotel & Restaurant Group makes available to every single employee—is key to a

Win-Win workplace culture of connection.!! These practices can translate into a significant
increase in their Living Wage Percentage (LWP), demonstrating a positive impact on their
bottom line. LWP is a metric developed by JUST Capital, a nonprofit research organization
that measures how well large US companies treat their workers across various factors,
including wages. The LWP specifically focuses on the percentage of a company’s full-time
employees who are paid a localized living wage that allows a full-time worker to afford basic
necessities like housing, food, childcare, and transportation in the community where they live.
Additionally, these companies experience decreasing attrition rates, which translates to lower
costs associated with employee turnover. This, along with the bold indicator of improved
financial outcomes represented by reduced attrition wages, reflects the cost savings associated
with retaining a happy and productive workforce.

By creating a Win-Win workplace that prioritizes both employee well-being and financial
performance, companies can earn a loyal and productive workforce. This ultimately drives
increased profitability and market value, benefiting both employees and the organization as a
whole.

A 2024 study by Gallup found that a mere 24 percent of American
employees feel that their employers have their best interests at heart.'* This
translates into high turnover rates, a revolving door that costs companies
between 50 and 200 percent of each lost employee’s annual salary. Thus, a
100-person manufacturing organization offering an average salary of
$50,000 and experiencing an average turnover between 28.6 percent and 40



percent could see turnover and replacement costs of approximately
$660,000 to $2.86 million per year."”

Uncaring work environments hurt workers personally as well. People
who experience incivility at work, such as sarcasm, demeaning interactions,
interrupting, or rudeness, often suffer from stress and insomnia, according
to research published in 2019 in Occupational Health Science.!* Bad
behavior by others on the job can also cause anxiety, fatigue, and even
physical challenges like physical sickness and mental unwellness, as well as
declines in productivity and morale, according to a 2018 Society for Human
Resources Management Survey.” In that study, 66 percent of US workers
attributed reduced productivity to incivility, while 59 percent believed
incivility in the workplace saps employee morale. Figuring out how to work
well with coworkers isn’t just good for workers. It’s critical for the financial
health and well-being of the company.

Today’s workforce craves work-life balance, mental health support, and
the opportunity to contribute to something meaningful. Employees value
autonomy and growth opportunities, and they are drawn to companies
whose values resonate with their own. Furthermore, the rapid pace of
technological change demands a shift from siloed work to collaborative
innovation. Win-Win connections, built on trust and mutual respect and
aligned with the Win-Win workplace pillars, foster the kind of teamwork
necessary to cultivate this dynamic environment.

Case Study: Ben & Jerry’s Linked Prosperity

In the dynamic landscape of corporate social responsibility, Ben & Jerry’s has long been a
beacon of innovation in social justice and the well-being of its employees and surrounding
communities.

Founded on principles of equality and justice, the ice cream company has integrated these
values into its business model, crafting a workplace culture that resonates deeply with its
workforce. In this case study, we will show that social justice is an outcome of centering
worker voices, as recommended in Chapter One, and of committing to a workplace culture of
human connection, the topic of this chapter. Making a statement on a social justice issue is
one thing—real transformation happens when we ensure that employees can bring their full
selves to work 52 weeks a year as part of a sustainable operational business model.

Ben & Jerry’s outward-facing work in social justice is well known. Lesser known is the
company’s internal commitment to equity as it aims to create prosperity for everyone
connected to the business. For Ben & Jerry’s, the most important ingredient is people. As
cofounder Jerry Greenfield shared with me: “We’ve always believed that our success is
directly linked to the well-being of our employees. When our employees feel valued,
respected and heard, they’re more engaged, more creative, and, ultimately, help us deliver the



best possible products and experiences to our customers. We call it ‘linked prosperity’—the
idea that our business can’t be successful unless our employees, our suppliers, our neighbors,
and our environment are all thriving too, creating a win-win situation for everyone connected

to the business.”'® This understanding forms the backbone and engine of the company’s
business model, leading to a strong financial performance, a loyal customer base, and an
overall competitive advantage.

Ben & Jerry’s concept of linked prosperity means that the success of the business should
be shared with everyone involved in making its ice cream. It’s a move away from the
traditional business model that solely focuses on maximizing profit for shareholders.

Ben & Jerry’s goes beyond just offering competitive wages. They provide a
comprehensive benefits package (health insurance, paid time off, gym memberships) and
even fun perks like free ice cream. This shows the company values its employees’ well-being
and financial security while also recognizing their contribution to the company’s success.
Additionally, Ben & Jerry’s has offered Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs) in the
past, directly linking worker fortunes to the company’s performance. This combination of
competitive pay, benefits, perks, and a potential ownership stake exemplifies its commitment
to linked prosperity for the internal team.

Here are some examples of how Ben & Jerry’s puts this into action in its larger community:

» Fairtrade ingredients: Ben & Jerry’s sources many key ingredients like cocoa, coffee, and
sugar through Fairtrade certification. This ensures farmers get a fair price for their crops,

along with an additional premium that can be used to improve their communities.!”

* Supporting dairy workers: Ben & Jerry’s pays dairy farmers a premium above the market
rate for their milk. This extra money can be used for better wages, improved working

conditions, or investments in the farm itself.f

« Community focus: Ben & Jerry’s supports social justice causes through their foundation,
using their resources to raise awareness and advocate for positive change.

Overall, linked prosperity aims to create a more sustainable and equitable business model.
By ensuring everyone involved is treated fairly, Ben & Jerry’s believes they can create a
better product and a stronger company in the long run.

Ben & Jerry’s aims to have a workforce that shares in its mission and its success—and
reflects the diversity of its customers—helps the company foster a sustainable business
model in the following ways:

* Innovation: A diverse workforce that is encouraged (a) to bring their whole selves to the
job and (b) to leverage their lived experiences, offering the company a wider range of ideas
for its success.

* Employee retention: Feeling valued and seen as a peer contributor to core business leads
to higher employee satisfaction and retention, reducing recruitment and training costs.

» Market relevance: Understanding the needs of diverse communities through a culture of
communication and connection with their employees allows the company, with employee
input, to develop products and messaging that resonate with a broader audience.

Moreover, Ben & Jerry’s has, since 1988, taken a transparent approach to tracking and
reporting their financials and their programs—another key to a Win-Win workplace and one
we’ll discuss more in Chapter Eight. The company’s Social & Environmental Assessment
Report (SEAR) includes a third-party review of the company’s priorities for each year, and



all of this information is publicly available on the company website. The impact is evident,
with $8.6 billion in revenue in 2023 and an operating margin of 10.8 percent. Ben & Jerry’s
continues to achieve its goal and mission of sustainable growth. We will discuss in Chapter
Ten how to follow this example to measure impact and return on investment in the Win-Win
workplace.

The key to lasting change lies in weaving these actions into programs and policies, the
very fabric of the organization. How a company evaluates employees, conducts interviews,
and even celebrates success can all be transformed to reflect a focus on well-being and
growth. We need to move beyond symbolic gestures and ensure that everyday practices
embody the company’s stated values. The modern workforce has options that they are
exercising in unprecedented ways. Top performers seek out environments that prioritize their
well-being and growth. A culture of fear is a recipe for mediocrity, not excellence.

Company culture can make the difference between losing and attracting new employees
who believe in the mission more than a paycheck. When a company successfully brands its
culture by promoting its values, it reaps vast rewards. Employees aligned with the vision
flock to the company, work with enthusiasm, and communicate the company’s virtues.
Culture is strategy.

Jobina’s Story: Empty Words versus Action

For many years, Jobina Gonsalves enjoyed a thriving career as head of human resources for
Bosch in Singapore. Despite being an outsider (Jobina is Indian), she told me in a 2023

interview that she initially felt well supported by her team and business.!® Bosch had openly
pledged its commitment to diversity and cross-cultural communication. In addition, Bosch
was global and boasted that “encouraging a free exchange of ideas between people of
different cultures would only expand its reach and marketability.” It was everything Jobina
wanted to hear.

But over time, Jobina experienced that innovation was rare and negative stereotyping was
rampant. At one point, Jobina was told by a supervisor that she would not “get the
acceptance” she needed to become “an Indian leader in a Chinese society in Singapore.” The
reality was the company culture did not match its stated values, and Jobina knew it. “The
culture that I saw my manager propagating was not aligned with my values,” she told me.
“The color of my passport should not define how good or bad I am.”

Still, Jobina was not looking for a new job when a headhunter approached her about a
position opening at TUV SUD, a company that offers safety testing, inspection, and
certification globally. The headhunter sold her on the potential of the position: TUV SUD
touched on all industries, all verticals. TUV SUD was deeply long-term oriented and focused
on investing in its current workforce and attracting those with similar values as their culture
of innovation and employee empowerment. TUV SUD cared about all aspects of workplace
safety including physiological safety and diversity. However, Jobina was skeptical. She’d
heard these same claims from Bosch.

But during her first job interview there, Jobina realized TUV SUD was different.
Everyone she spoke with seemed to identify with the purpose of the organization more so
than their paychecks. Whereas the average tenure of a C-suite executive is 4.9 years globally,
TUV SUD’s executives average a tenure of more than a decade. When Jobina accepted the
position, she spent her first day in the company’s German headquarters; on her floor she
found colleagues of twenty-two different nationalities. But her real confirmation that TUV
SUD lived by its values was when Jobina announced she wanted to move from leading the



Asia Pacific Human Resources Division to something different at the global level. Nobody
tried to pigeonhole her or dissuade her from trying. Instead, others encouraged her to follow
her passion. “So long as I was able to get out of my comfort zone and raise my hand for
stretch projects, I had the chance. I think that’s the reason why I'm still here,” Jobina told me,
“because I got that chance to try something different and be adventurous, and the company
was always supportive.”

Jobina’s experience is revealing. At her previous company, the disconnect between the
company’s stated values of “innovation” and “employee empowerment” and its actual culture
felt stark. From her perspective, that culture resulted in centralized decision-making. Jobina
felt disengaged and unfulfilled, ultimately leading her to seek employment elsewhere.

THE POWER OF RELATIONAL COMPANY CULTURE

A strong relational company culture is a strategic advantage in the modern
workplace. As Peter Drucker famously said, “Culture eats strategy for
breakfast.” Based on my research and work, a relational company culture is
one built on the following foundations:

» Trust: Fostering open communication and psychological safety.

* Shared values: Ensuring company values are not just words on a
poster but core principles reflected in actions.

* Open communication: Creating an environment where employees
feel comfortable sharing ideas and concerns.

Jobina’s experience at TUV SUD exemplifies the power of a relational
company culture. The company’s focus on employee well-being, long-term
development, and global perspectives resonated deeply with her. Open
communication channels allowed her to share her ideas and concerns, and
she felt valued and supported. This sense of belonging and purpose
significantly enhanced her work experience.

THE BENEFITS OF A WIN-WIN CULTURE OF
CONNECTION

The benefits of Win-Win relationships extend far beyond employee
satisfaction and include the following:

* Increased employee engagement: Employees who feel valued and
supported are more likely to be engaged in their work.



» Enhanced productivity: A happy and motivated workforce is a
productive workforce.

* Reduced turnover: Win-Win relationships lead to a more loyal
workforce, reducing the costs associated with recruiting and training
new employees.

Compared with workers at low-trust, Zero-Sum workplaces, employees
at high-trust companies report 74 percent less stress; 106 percent more
energy at work; 50 percent higher productivity; 13 percent fewer sick days;
76 percent more positive interaction with their job and organization; 29
percent more satisfaction with their lives overall, and 40 percent less
burnout.?’ This translates into significant cost savings for companies, since
retaining talent is far more cost-effective than recruiting and training new
employees.

To move past this mindset, we need to restore humanity to the
workplace. This means prioritizing employee voices and well-being, as we
discussed in Chapter One. It also means learning a new way to work. But
what does it mean to be human at work—and to build Win-Win
relationships? What types of practices and organizational design strategies
lead to the creation of unique and successful work cultures? Both Jobina’s
experience and the Ben & Jerry’s case study provide real-world examples of
strategies for getting to a Win-Win workplace boosted by the connective
tissue of a high-functioning team pulling in the same direction—toward
collective success! Here’s how you can get there too.

Process of Change: Six Steps to Build a Culture of Human-
Centered Connection

Prepare

1. Start by centering employee voices: Create vehicles for surfacing,
illuminating, and understanding what employees think of the existing
workplace culture. What are their perceptions of what’s “professional”
and what unwritten rules exist about how they are expected to show up
at work? Which boundaries, rules, and expectations work for your
employees, and which cause problems? Before you can solve
problems and build a more productive and human-centered culture,



you need to understand the full perspective of your workforce and
what policies and behaviors need to change.

Act

2. Commit to a Win-Win culture of connection: Be guided by
employee feedback to cultivate a clear vision for Win-Win
relationships and ensure your company values promote collaboration
and care. Involve employees in shaping this vision—their voices
matter!

Refine

3. Engage with employees to develop new approaches to Win-Win
working relationships: Go beyond feedback boxes by giving
employees a say and decision rights in developing new initiatives and
programs that matter most to them and impact their work as new
circumstances and concerns arise. For example, it was not part of the
Ben & Jerry’s employee well-being strategy to bring in unions. But
when 40 workers in a Ben & Jerry’s store in Vermont voted in 2023 to
unionize, the company leadership had a choice to make: Are they
really “linked” to their workforce or is that just talk? Leadership
responded to the unionization overture by stepping up and supporting
the workers’ desire to unionize.2! A spokesperson for Ben & Jerry’s
said, “To recognize and support the rights of the workers at the
Burlington store to unionize and collectively bargain is consistent with
Ben & Jerry’s progressive values and three-part mission. We’re
appreciative that this has been a collaborative and respectful process
through which the scoopers were fully engaged.”? This shows the
durability of the Win-Win workplace pillars in Ben & Jerry’s business
model. Since its founding as a private company in 1978, to going
public in 1985, then becoming a wholly owned subsidiary of Unilever
in 2000 and, finally, to the latest unionizing in 2024, the Win-Win
culture of human-centered connection and working relationships has
persisted.?

4. Evaluate outcomes and adoption of the new approaches: Collect
feedback through regular surveys and focus groups, monitor
participation and engagement in activities, and assess impact using



key performance indicators such as employee satisfaction and team
cohesion. For example, Ben & Jerry’s evaluates the effectiveness of its
“linked prosperity” approach by gathering feedback on their benefits
package and monitoring participation in ESOPs, ensuring employees
feel valued and invested in the company’s success.

5. Adjust the new approaches as needed: Hold feedback sessions to
discuss improvements, analyze data to identify areas for adjustment,
and implement iterative changes. Engage employee champions to
support the changes and communicate transparently about any
adjustments. For instance, Ben & Jerry’s continuously engages with
employees to refine their benefits and perks, such as free ice cream
and health benefits, ensuring they remain relevant and valuable. This
ongoing feedback helps the company improve and expand the impact
of its linked prosperity model.

Communicate and Learn

6. Communicate progress in implementing the new approaches, the
results of the changes, and learnings from the actions: Engage with
employees along with external stakeholders in this communication.

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES AND BUILDING FOR THE
FUTURE

Implementing the Win-Win workplace pillars doesn’t come without
challenges. Budget constraints, cultural resistance, and metrics for success
can all be hurdles. However, companies can build a strong business case for
change by demonstrating the return on investment in terms of employee
retention and productivity. Open communication that invites employees to
contribute to the workplace process and policy development can help
increase strategic and cultural alignment while ensuring that everyone
embraces Win-Win practices.

Win-Win relationships and a culture of human-centered connection are a
sure formula for increased productivity and employee retention. Beyond
that, a deeper benefit may be in fostering human potential. By prioritizing
well-being and purpose, companies can tap into a wellspring of creativity,



innovation, and resilience. Employees who feel valued and empowered will
not just be productive; they will also be passionate contributors, driven by a
desire to make a difference in the organization’s competitiveness, market
share, profitability, responsibility, sales, and overall success. In my research
to develop the Win-Win workplace pillars, I saw quantifiable evidence that
less hierarchical organizations see benefits to the bottom line. In the
analysis of data from the American Opportunity Index and firm financial
performance described in the previous chapter, I found evidence that firms
with higher median wages—controlling for differences across industries
and occupations—and higher percentages of US workers earning a living
wage see tangible, positive returns to their investments in terms of revenue
and profit and have better culture and employee relationships.

In this chapter, we learned how Win-Win workplaces transform
hierarchical, supervision-oriented relationships into ones based on
transparency, deep respect, and alignment, which are drivers of success.
Here, both employees and the business thrive.

In Chapter Three, we’ll delve into the concept of intersectional
inclusion. This exploration aims to shed light on how an employee’s life
outside of work impacts their performance. We’ll offer strategies to
overcome potential barriers and foster a fair and dynamic environment that
promotes individual growth and overall business success. ... Let’s jump in!
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CHAPTER THREE

THE WHOLE EMPLOYEE

HOW INTERSECTIONAL INCLUSION UNLOCKS
POTENTIAL

I magine a team developing a fitness app.

A leader in a Zero-Sum workplace would think only about team
members’ skills, looking for a developer, a marketer, and a designer. That
leader would set a deadline and wait for the results.

Win-Win leaders, on the other hand, would look much deeper. They
would still need a developer, of course, but they’d also think about what
else that developer brings to the table. A developer with a physical
disability, for example, might help to ensure that the team doesn’t
inadvertently create a product that is ableist. A marketer who is a mother
could ensure that the product speaks in a relatable way to its prospective
audience. In other words, Win-Win leaders look at the whole person and the
three-dimensional contributions that person can make to the team, based on
their backgrounds and lived realities. To Win-Win leaders, employees are
not just bodies to fill slots on a roster.

For too long, firms have been afraid to consider demographics in
forming a team. Yet research consistently shows that diverse teams
outperform nondiverse ones: they generate more and better ideas and offer
insights on accessibility, functionality, and new target consumer audiences
that less diverse teams might miss.! Team members’ combined identities
create a valuable perspective that strengthens the final product and the sales
strategy. By understanding and leveraging these intersections in identities,
companies can foster innovation and success.



WHAT IS INTERSECTIONALITY, AND HOW CANIT
WORK FOR YOU?

“Intersectionality,” a term coined by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in
1989, originally emerged from feminist theory and activism to address the
unique experiences of Black women who faced intersecting forms of
discrimination based on race and gender.? At its core, intersectionality
recognizes that individuals hold multiple social identities—such as race,
gender, class, sexuality, disability, etc.—that intersect and interact with each
other, shaping their experience in unique and profound ways.

The Win-Win process of change champions intersectional exploration
and aims to illuminate how all employees’ identities and lives outside of
work influence their performance inside the workplace. When employees
are on the job, they often play multiple roles and possess various identities.
And yet these complexities are often overlooked, reducing individuals to
only one identity, like their race or gender. Features central to a person’s
identity such as caregiving responsibilities, religious beliefs, or physical
abilities may go unnoticed unless employers, managers, and colleagues
actively create an environment where the whole person and the whole
person’s reality can be acknowledged. For instance, a veteran without a
college degree but with valuable experience gained during service, possibly
struggling with post-traumatic stress disorder, brings a unique perspective
and may face unique challenges.

Creating an intersectional workplace—one that, keeping with our
example, can tap the veteran’s unique experience and perspective while also
accommodating their unique challenges—requires more than just flexible
policies. It’s about fostering a sense of community and acceptance. By
recognizing the richness of employee identities and the value they bring,
companies can combat burnout and create a truly inclusive environment.

This requires investment in strategies that go beyond traditional top-
down diversity equity, and inclusion (DEI) approaches. A nuanced
understanding of employee needs, across all intersections, is key to building
a workplace where every voice is valued and contributes to business
success. Alternatively, when employers miss the opportunities presented by
their employees’ intersectional identities, they risk losing the upside
potential of employee insights to the business—and also risk losing high-
potential talent.



Case Study: Hidden Costs of Hidden Identities

At thirty-two, Gerald Singer was a veteran transitioning back to civilian life after serving in
the US Army. While his military service had equipped him with valuable skills, finding
fulfilling work proved difficult. After a string of minimum-wage jobs, he finally landed a role
in a field that utilized his strengths: logistics. Tracking inventory for the manufacturing plant
felt familiar, like managing supplies for his platoon. He excelled at scheduling and
organizing shipments, maximizing efficiency, and leveraging his team’s strengths, just like he
did in the military.

Despite his dedication to the job and positive attitude, Gerald’s punctuality mysteriously
declined four months into his tenure. Genevieve Richards, his manager, shared that she
believed in understanding her employees and addressing issues directly. However, the
company’s strict, no-fault attendance policy left little room for flexibility. After several late
arrivals, Genevieve recalled to me in an interview that she “felt obligated” to initiate
disciplinary action.?

One day, while on break, Genevieve said she noticed Gerald sprinting from the bus stop,
sweaty and out of breath. This sparked a conversation that revealed the root of his tardiness:
car trouble. As the sole provider for his family, Gerald didn’t have room in his budget for car
repairs. Instead, drawing on his military resourcefulness, he sketched out a schedule for
taking the bus to work. What was normally a thirty-minute commute by car now required one
bus transfer and took almost two hours door-to-door. Worse, his meticulously planned
schedule depended on the bus running on time—a gamble he often lost.

When buses were delayed, he would end up running into the building worrying that he’d
be late and lose his job. So, he ran like his life depended on it because his livelihood did.

With each explanation, Genevieve “felt a growing sense of regret,” she recalled to me
months later. Her focus on performance hadn’t considered that Gerald faced challenges
outside of work. Before his late streak, she hadn’t even known he was a veteran. While she’d
noticed his discipline and respect for authority, she hadn’t delved deeper or offered support.
Now, with disciplinary action underway, Genevieve said she realized that she and the
company “had missed an opportunity to help a valuable employee” through a temporary
hardship.

HIDDEN STRUGGLES IN THE WORKPLACE

The challenges employees face reach far beyond securing reliable
transportation. Workers in the United States and across the globe are facing
myriad issues that may not surface in workplace conversation but occupy a
significant proportion of their active thoughts. Here are a few examples of
what employees may be coping with on a daily basis:

 Approximately 600 million working-age adults worldwide— or 17
percent of the world’s working-age population— provide care to
children, older adults, and people with disabilities or chronic
illnesses, reports the International Labor Organization.?



* In 2021, Feeding America projected that 42 million Americans (one in
eight) would experience food insecurity that year, and the Urban
Institute reported 17 percent of fully employed workers experienced
food insecurity in 2022.°

« Half of adults living in homeless shelters and almost two-fifths of
people sleeping on the streets had jobs during the year they
experienced homelessness according to a 2021 report.’

» The World Health Organization estimates that one in four people in
the world will be affected by mental or neurological disorders at some
point in their lives.’

 Multiple studies have found that members of Gen Z tend to report
more mental illness than prior generations, with one study finding 42
percent of Gen Z has a self-reported mental health condition.?

Right now, conversations about food insecurity, homelessness, mental
illness, or caring for ailing family members are scarce in the workplace, and
few workplaces normalize discussion of these issues. Destigmatizing these
topics may help employees feel more understood at work. And managers
can start to build a workplace culture of openness by leading by example
and enabling corporations to evolve from Zero-Sum workplaces to Win-
Win workplaces.

UNDERSTANDING THE STRANGER BESIDE YOU

How well do any of us really know our colleagues? Do you know if the
person that greets you at the front desk had another career prior to their
current role? Or if they are attending night school? Do you know if the
person who fixes the printer when it gets jammed also jams in a jazz band
during their spare time? Whether they are planning for their first child?
These may seem frivolous questions, but they lead to an important, broader
question: What is beneath the surface of your workforce, and what
motivates and interests them?

A staggering 82 percent of employees indicate that it is important for
their organization to see them as a person, not merely an employee.” And
yet only 45 percent of employees believe their organizations actually see
them as more than just a worker.!° To foster an effective workplace, this gap
must be closed.



For Gerald, getting to work every day was complicated by his
socioeconomic status: His inability to afford car repairs impacted his
attendance, the age of his vehicle made it more prone to breakdown, and an
upgrade was cost-prohibitive with his income. Yet, he chose to sprint
instead of sitting down with his manager Genevieve to discuss his troubles.

Consider his behavior in light of a study published in the Journal of
Business and Psychology that found employees who reported higher levels
of financial stress were more likely to conceal their struggles from
colleagues and employers. These strategies mirror those used by members
of other marginalized groups to evade stereotypes and stigma in the
workplace. Employees would avoid discussing financial struggles,
downplay their material possessions, or adopt frugal behaviors to avoid
being perceived as financially irresponsible. In turn, the study found
engaging in such financial hiding behaviors correlated with reports of lower
job satisfaction and greater psychological distress. Another study, published
in the Journal of Applied Psychology, found that employees who were
struggling with debt were more likely to experience “debt-related stress,”
which was associated with lower job performance, lower job satisfaction,
and higher turnover intentions.

Moreover, the onus of transportation costs is not borne equally across
the workforce. Many leaders and people in management rarely think twice
about how they get to work. Genevieve didn’t. Sure, higher-level
employees lament days of heavy traffic and increasing gas prices, but their
transportation costs do not account for a significant percentage of their take-
home pay. Globally, however, workers spend between 15 and 29 percent of
their after-tax income on transportation, making it one of the top expenses
behind housing." In October 2023, the New York Times wrote on its front
page about the growing trend of workers living in their cars because they
cannot afford rent.'

Hierarchical structures complicate opportunities for many higher-level
executives to gain the personal connection needed to empathize with or
understand the diverse experiences and challenges that their employees face
outside of work or how those experiences may affect their job performance.
This is a problem because, on average, most people spend one-third of their
lives at work. And so, any problems outside of work—Iike housing
insecurity—become the company’s problem. Personal challenges result in a
phenomenon called “presenteeism,” when employees show up to work sick,



exhausted, or too distracted by personal issues to focus on their workload,
which can ultimately be costlier than absenteeism."

Don’t underestimate the iceberg effect of presenteeism. It’s like an
athlete showing up to a race with a fever. You might be physically present,
but your performance suffers. We see this in several ways:

* Productivity plummets: Presentee employees struggle to focus,
make more mistakes, and often have to redo work.!*

* Costs balloon: Fixing those errors takes time and resources. Plus,
missed deadlines and needing extra help from colleagues are a hidden
drain on the bottom line.’

* The sickness spreads: When people come in sick physically and
mentally, it has a domino effect. Colleagues are impacted, leading to
more absences and productivity declines.’®

The research is clear: presenteeism can be ten times more costly than
absenteeism. Think about it: replacing an employee costs between 50 and
200 percent of an employee’s annual salary, while presenteeism can quietly
chip away at profits year after year."”

The good news? Supportive workplace policies that allow employees to
show up fully are the ultimate Win-Win. When employees feel valued and
empowered to take care of themselves, it boosts both their well-being and
the company’s performance.

THE POWER OF UNDERSTANDING THE WHOLE
EMPLOYEE

Recognizing and embracing the lived realities of employees can be a
powerful catalyst for organizational success. When leaders take the time to
understand the personal challenges their team members face and encourage
open communication, they can unlock new levels of engagement and
innovation. Consider the story of Yamini Rangan, CEO of HubSpot, the
leading software company that provides a comprehensive platform for
inbound marketing, sales, and customer service. Her journey from rural
India to the helm of a $30 billion company underscores the profound impact
of authenticity and resilience. Her leadership demonstrates how recognizing



and valuing the diverse backgrounds and strengths of employees can
transform a company’s culture and drive exceptional results.

Yamini’s Story: The Impact of Authenticity

Yamini Rangan’s path to the C-suite makes a case for intersectional strategies applying her
lived experience growing up and training as an engineer to help her become a top
salesperson. Growing up in a small town without a high school, her initial focus was simply
on completing her education. “All I was thinking about is, like, how am I going to get to high
school and finish high school, much less thinking about running a multi-billion-dollar

company,” she shared during a 2023 interview.f Yet, her relentless curiosity and love of
learning propelled her forward. “My journey has been completely unplanned, completely
accidental, in many cases, but I would say that maybe, I had one thing, curiosity and love of

learning, and that has been my entire journey.”f

Her career took a significant turn during the 2001 recession when she was forced to pivot
from a marketing role to sales. “When I showed up the first day of my marketing career, they
said, “Well, we don’t have the job anymore. You’re in sales now.”” With no experience in
sales, she drew on what she already knew. “I treated sales like an engineering problem ... and
that helped me become a better salesperson, not the regular way of how people were doing it.
And honestly, I’ve learned that you just have to be authentic and lean into your own
strengths.”

The cultural landscape of the position was also new to Yamini. “The first thing that you
do, you look at a room full of people that don’t look like you. They’re not Indian; they’re not
women. But they’re all successful,” she shared. “And you start to think about, how do I
follow their journey?” Sports looked like an in-road with her new colleagues, she said, but
she was no good at golf—or even watching Sunday Night Football. “I decided very early in

my career in sales, in tech, that I was just going to stand out rather than fit in.”20

When Yamini was unexpectedly tapped to lead HubSpot after former CEO Brian Halligan
experienced an accident, she focused on a future-oriented vision: “The first thing that
happens ... is like the imposter syndrome, like, ‘Am I going to be able to do it? Can I step in
[after] someone who’s been a visionary, who’s done such a phenomenal job with the
company?’ You start to ask all of those questions. Now, I found in my career that those
questions are just wasted energy. Doesn’t help you, does not help the company, does not help

with the cause that you’re trying to do.”?! Instead, she asked herself, “What do I care about
the most if I’ve been tapped into this opportunity?” Her answer: making HubSpot a better
company, fostering a better culture, promoting diversity in tech, and being present with her
family. “Every action I take is aligned with those four things that I want to accomplish. It’s
not based on the past. It’s not based on who was in the role and how amazing he was in the
role. It’s about the future that I am committed to creating, and that changes the journey.”

Yamini’s approach to company culture is dynamic and adaptive, much like a product that
evolves based on user feedback. “At HubSpot, we think about culture as yet another product.
And what happens with your product? Your product doesn’t remain the same for years in a
row. You’re constantly evolving the product, and for us, we are constantly evolving culture.”
She compared this part of her role to that of a product manager for culture, asking, “What is
the best feature and what’s the most requested feature?” This mindset has led to significant
shifts, such as transitioning from a predominantly in-office workforce to one where 88
percent of employees now work from home or have flexible arrangements.



Leveraging employee identities as a competitive advantage is not a mere initiative at
HubSpot; it’s part of the company’s DNA. “It’s absolutely intentional. ... We build products
to serve communities, and if we cannot represent how the communities represent themselves,
then bias actually enters,” Yamini explained. This commitment is reflected in HubSpot’s
leadership, which is 50 percent women, and its board, which is 60 percent women and people
of color. “I started in the tech industry in the mid-nineties, and it did not look like this,” she
shared.

Yamini’s conviction about the benefit of having employees with a broad range of
perspectives and experiences is unequivocal: “I’m done trying to prove diversity with data,
we just need to be diverse. That’s it.” For her, the imperative is clear: diversity is not just
about numbers but about creating an environment where all employees can bring their whole
selves and range of identities to work, fostering innovation, and better serving customers.

Yamini’s leadership at HubSpot illustrates the profound impact of authenticity,
operationalizing the value of interesting identities, and continuously ensuring that the
company culture meets the needs of both employees and the customer they serve. Her
journey and insights offer a powerful reminder that when leaders bring their whole selves and
intersectional identities to work, they unlock not just individual potential but collective
success.

WHOLE SELVES AND ECONOMIC RETURNS: WHAT
THE DATA SHOW

Leveraging employees’ intersecting identities and lived experiences can
profoundly enhance innovation and inclusion within a company, yielding
both creative and economic benefits. Research consistently shows that,
compared to homogeneous teams, diverse teams excel in problem-solving
and innovation by bringing a broader range of perspectives and approaches
to the table. In 2019, McKinsey & Company found that in terms ethnic and
cultural diversity, top-quartile companies outperformed those in the fourth
one by 36 percent in profitability.>> Additionally, research suggests that
integrating neurodiversity into leadership teams can help organizations
access untapped potential and other benefits. Research in the Harvard
Business Review found that teams including neuro-minorities, such as
employees with ADHD or dyslexia, had a stronger potential to yield unique
ideas and groundbreaking solutions to problems.

Consider this: Several highly successful CEOs, including Charles
Schwab, Elon Musk, and Richard Branson, are reported to be
neurodivergent.” Collectively, their companies boast a net worth exceeding
$1 trillion. However, within the broader workforce, only 1 percent of
corporate managers identify as neurodivergent, compared to an estimated
10 to 20 percent prevalence in the general population. This stark



discrepancy suggests either that neurodivergent individuals are actively
concealing their neurodivergence or they are being overlooked for
leadership positions. The missed potential extends beyond neurodiversity.
Companies that fail to create inclusive environments where employees feel
comfortable revealing their full identities—their neurodiversity, ethnicity,
gender identity, and the intersections of these identities—are missing out on
a significant pool of top talent.?

By harnessing the unique skills and backgrounds of employees from
different walks of life, organizations can foster a culture of creativity and
adaptability that also improves employee morale and retention rates.
Studies have shown that inclusive workplaces see higher levels of employee
engagement and satisfaction, leading to reduced turnover and increased
productivity. Furthermore, companies that prioritize diversity and inclusion
often experience better financial performance, as diverse teams are more
adept at understanding and meeting the needs of a diverse customer base.”’

Process of Change: Six Steps to Build an Intersectional
Workplace

Prepare

1. Identify opportunities to center employee voice: Conduct surveys or
hold focus groups that ask employees about their lived experiences at
work. How do their identities (caregiver, neurodiversity, geographical
upbringing, etc.) intersect and influence their work experience?

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

From my analysis of data from 355 Fortune 500 firms, implementing intersectional inclusion
strategies focusing on gender and racial equality can lead to a Win-Win workplace with
numerous benefits:

1. Diverse and inclusive workplace: These strategies promote diversity, bringing a variety
of perspectives and ideas. This diversity fosters innovation and creativity within the
company.

2. Long-term employee engagement: Promoting gender equality in promotions and striving
for parity among racial and ethnic groups can enhance long-term employee engagement.
Employees who perceive fairness and equal opportunities are more likely to remain with
the company, thereby reducing turnover rates and associated costs.



3. Ethical and social responsibility: Companies prioritizing intersectional inclusion
demonstrate commitment to ethical practices and social responsibility. This enhances
their reputation among stakeholders, including customers, investors, and the broader
community.

4. Legal compliance: Addressing issues related to pay equity and diversity targets not only
improves company culture but also ensures compliance with legal requirements. This
proactive approach can mitigate legal risks and potential liabilities associated with
discrimination lawsuits.

Additionally, 37 percent of companies implementing intersectional inclusion strategies have a
strong performance in assets and 42 percent of companies with a strong performance in
intersectional have a strong performance in valuation showing a correlation to business
success.

Act

2. Setting up intersectional inclusion strategies: Traditional DEI often
focuses on broad categories, which can miss the specific needs of
individuals. Intersectional inclusion strategies aim to address this by
recognizing that everyone has unique experiences shaped by various
lived experiences.

* Design targeted initiatives: Based on your audit and employee
feedback, design specific programs and policies that address
identified issues. This could involve unconscious bias training,
mentoring programs for underrepresented groups, or flexible work
arrangements that cater to diverse needs.

» Normalize open communication: Create a safe space for employees
to share personal challenges without fear of judgment. This could
involve offering confidential support channels (like an Employee
Assistance Program) or anonymous feedback mechanisms.

* Challenge assumptions: Train managers and leaders to recognize
that seemingly universal experiences can be very different for
various employees. A quiet work environment might be ideal for
someone with neurodivergence but isolating for someone else.

Refine

3. Engage with employees to develop new approaches to
intersectional inclusion strategies:



* Focus on strengths-based inclusion: Identify the unique strengths
and perspectives that neurodivergent employees or those facing
personal challenges can bring to the table. Yamini Rangan’s story
highlights the value of leveraging unique strengths. She didn’t try to
fit in by playing golf, but instead used her engineering background to
excel in sales. This aligns with the concept of focusing on the
strengths that employees bring based on their experiences and
identities.

« Employee resource groups (ERGs) as champions: Empower
existing ERGs or create new ones to play a key role in identifying
intersectional needs and advocating for solutions. ERGs provide a
space for employees to share experiences, identify challenges, and
propose solutions.

* Actively destigmatize vulnerability: Promote open communication
about personal challenges. Encourage employees to share their
experiences through storytelling workshops or anonymous support
groups, fostering a sense of community and reducing shame.

4. Evaluate outcomes and adoption of new approaches: Based on
employee feedback and data analysis, be prepared to adapt and
improve your intersectional strategies. This demonstrates a
commitment to continuous learning and growth.

» Metrics and data analysis: Establish clear metrics to track progress
on intersectional inclusion goals. This could involve employee
surveys on well-being, retention rates for diverse groups, or
promotion rates across demographics.

* Focus group discussions: After piloting new approaches, conduct
follow-up discussions with focus groups to understand employee
experiences and gather feedback on the effectiveness of the
strategies.

* Review feedback: Regularly collect feedback from ERGs on the
impact of intersectional initiatives on their specific needs and
concerns.

5. Adjust new approaches as needed: Maintain open communication
channels to gather ongoing employee feedback and collaboratively
refine the implemented approaches to maximize effectiveness.



Communicate and Learn

6. Communicate progress in implementing the new approaches, the
results, and learnings:

» Showcase success stories: Highlight examples of how intersectional
inclusion has benefited both employees and the company. This can
inspire others and demonstrate the value of these strategies.

* Celebrate employee vulnerability: Recognize and appreciate
employees who share their vulnerabilities and personal experiences.
This demonstrates the company’s commitment to creating a safe and
inclusive space for everyone. Recall how Yamini articulated her four
priorities in her role, which included being present as a parent. We
need to allow others to personalize their goals and reasons for work.

* Normalize “bringing your whole self” to work: Through
storytelling, internal communication campaigns, and leadership
actions, create a culture where employees feel comfortable being
their authentic selves at work. When Yamini, as HubSpot CEO,
transitioned from a predominantly in-office workforce to a flexible
work model, she leveraged the strengths of a diverse team and
created a culture that fosters innovation and better serves customers.
This approach aligns with the concept of “bringing your whole self”
to work and demonstrates the positive outcomes of intersectional
inclusion.

In this chapter, we learned how intersectionality helps companies move
beyond mere compliance with diversity goals to harness the full potential of
a truly inclusive workforce. It fosters innovation, strengthens market reach,
and ultimately leads to a more successful and sustainable business. On the
other side of the ledger, intersectional inclusion leads to higher employee
satisfaction, engagement, productivity and—again—business success.

Now that we’ve covered how intersectionality, inclusion, and an
understanding of employees’ diverse identities and needs contribute to a
Win-Win workplace, let’s move into Chapter Four, where we’ll consider the
urgency and upside of reimagining employee benefits.
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CHAPTER FOUR

REIMAGINING EMPLOYEE BENEFITS

A t many times throughout your career, you’ve likely considered the
importance of your employee benefits package. Maybe you’ve even
made career decisions based on the package you’re offered by a prospective
employer. But have you ever been consulted about what should be part of
the standard benefits package? How can a workplace truly address
employee needs without consulting those employees?

Too often, not listening to employees leads to suboptimal outcomes,
which, in turn, may manifest in the misallocation of resources and result in
a Zero-Sum workplace. When employers fail to listen to the needs of their
workers, values remain misaligned, and employees may have to focus on
their own needs over the needs of the company. The benefits of a job should
match the needs of the employees receiving those benefits.

This chapter expands on what was touched upon in Chapter Three: what
a Win-Win workplace needs to do to make sure its benefits match its
employees’ interests. We’ll look at how intersectional points are dynamic in
nature in order to help you get a clearer picture of why employee benefits
that are truly incentivizing require personalization and flexibility. And this
personalization and flexibility can only be done economically at scale, with
the use of technology.

Vickie’s Story: Managing Aging Parents and Work

Vickie Braden, a seasoned marketing manager in the vibrant heart of Los Angeles, led a life
of success with the freedom to revel in the independence of her singlehood. She described
her days to me as a combination of creativity, autonomy, and deadlines. Until the plot of her

life took an unforeseen twist.} Vickie’s father, a cornerstone in her emotional architecture,
suffered a stroke, and overnight she found herself a caregiver, responsible not only for her
father’s well-being but also for the formidable financial burden that accompanied it.

The once carefree drives through Los Angeles that Vickie enjoyed were transformed into a
relentless pilgrimage, driving a hundred miles each way to a rehabilitation center. The toll



was not just on her emotions but also on her finances. The road became her constant
companion, each mile a lesson in sacrifice and determination.

During this challenging time, her employer emerged as an unexpected ally. An
understanding boss recognized her need to be out of the office, and so Vickie was free to
work from her father’s rehabilitation center. A virtual private network (VPN) connection for
her laptop was her bridge between the professional and the personal.

Yet, the strains were palpable, and during these months of remote work, Vickie discovered
the limitations of the benefits her workplace offered. As a single woman without children, the
standard childcare benefits were useless to her. But that was the only version of family-care
benefits her company offered. Articulating her needs to her employer at such a vulnerable
juncture felt like overwhelming. She was torn between navigating her full-time professional
responsibilities and the personal responsibilities of her “second job” of family caregiving.

The strain led Vickie to look elsewhere, and she left for a new job that promised
permanent flexibility in working hours and benefits tailored to the circumstances of her life.
It was a new start with an organization that prioritized her well-being and upheld the Win-
Win workplace pillars.

Vickie’s story echoes the sentiments of countless others navigating the
delicate balance between work and life. Her experience demonstrates the
inadequacies of one-size-fits-all benefits in the evolving professional
landscape.

One-size-fits-all employee benefits packages do not work for the same
reason that one-size-fits-all shoes do not fit. Each employee has a different
set of needs based on their present situation and concerns. When employers
mandate that certain sums are allocated to earned programs, or to benefits
that do not suit the employee, it can lead to frustration, disappointment, and,
over time, an outdated and ineffective Zero-Sum workplace.

Certain employees may value childcare, while others may have a vested
interest in access to medical care. Other employees place educational
opportunities or autonomy in how they work above everything else. An
equitable future of work in a Win-Win workplace must involve reimagining
a system of employee benefits flexible enough to meet employees’ needs
but simple enough for employees to understand what they are getting, in
relation to what they are giving up. A disconnect between the benefits
offered and the benefits needed occurs not only for frontline workers but
also for those in the C-suite. The answer to this problem lies in giving all
employees the agency to partner with companies to optimize their
individual benefit selections. Companies that have done this have seen an
increase in employee satisfaction and an overall reduction in benefits costs.
My research showed that companies that leverage the strategy of
reimagining employee benefits in relation to paid vacation time or paid time



off, sick leave, and maternity and paternity leave, saw an improvement in
financial metrics including valuation, revenue, profits, and assets. Notably,
backup dependent care stood out as having the most pronounced positive
impact among the benefit variables.

Rachel’s Story: Navigating Parenthood and Leadership

In the dynamic realm of education technology startups, Rachel Romer, the visionary CEO
leading Guild Education, one of the largest players in the field, had a problem. In 2018, on
the brink of welcoming twin girls into the world, she was orchestrating a groundbreaking $40

million Series C funding round.? Balancing the expectations of employees and investors—all
under the watchful eyes of the business world—Rachel found herself facing a dilemma that
transcended boardroom conversations and went to the very essence of her identity: how to
navigate the uncharted waters of maternity leave as a young, first-time CEO.

Rachel’s uncertainty wasn’t merely a personal dilemma; it echoed broader narratives
woven into the fabric of female leadership. She recalled a mentor’s early return from
maternity leave and subsequent struggle to balance family and career. Also weighing on
Rachel was what kind of role model she would be to her twenty-something peers, what kind
of answer she would be to the looming question of whether motherhood and a successful
career were at all compatible.

Rachel couldn’t escape the shadows cast by high-profile women leaders like Marissa

Mayer, the former CEO of Yahoo! who chose a swift return to work after giving birth.>
Mayer’s well-publicized decision, seen as a reassurance to boards and investors, sparked
debates about the expectations placed on female executives.

Admiration for Mayer’s accomplishments were colored by envy and judgment, a mix of
emotions with which Rachel herself grappled. Privileges afforded to Mayer because of her
CEO title and socioeconomic status—Ilike ample resources for nannies and remodeling the
office for parenthood—were mere fantasy for most other working women. There was, for
Rachel, an unspoken fear that Mayer had set an impossibly high bar that would become the
new standard for female executives.

In the end, the mom-to-be chose transparency (pillar eight of the Win-Win workplace).
Admitting that she had no predefined playbook for the company’s working parents, Rachel
communicated to entire team her that she would craft a new blueprint for the company’s

benefits that embraced choice and individuality.‘_L

This commitment resonated with employees, especially considering the work they all did
for Guild Education, which manages education assistance benefits for Fortune 500 firms by
connecting employees with continuing education and offers benefit packages highly tailored
to an individual’s interests and circumstances.

In addition to what they did for their clients’ employees, Guild invested in their own
workers by opening a $1-million daycare center on their Denver-based company’s campus in

response to employees’ concerns about childcare costs and quality.> This new center provided
a critical service to their then 940 employees. As a result of this decision, Guild boasted an
impressive 96 percent approval rate among parents during the pandemic. Now, Rachel is
working alongside national nonprofits and legislators to create a step-by-step guide that helps
other corporate leaders open onsite childcare at their firms.



The impact of Rachel’s decision reverberated throughout the Guild
organization, transforming it into a workplace that honored the diverse
choices and needs of its people. The results were tangible: increased
employee satisfaction, heightened loyalty, and a workplace culture that
fostered creativity and collaboration. In short, a Win-Win workplace.

Leaders with Rachel’s vision should evaluate even mainstream, highly
valued benefits in response to employee voices in order to create a Win-Win
workplace. When the CEO of a fast-casual restaurant offered employees a
401(k) plan, frontline workers voiced their concerns about immediate
needs, including housing and transportation. The CEO changed the benefits
package to allow more choice in the allocation of dollars to benefits that
mattered most to employees, which gave them more control over their
destinies. Guild became a case study for companies looking to redefine the
intersection of career and family life. Rachel’s story demonstrates the
complexities of leadership and identity, as well as the delicate balance
between personal and professional spheres. Her visionary leadership is a
testament to breaking free from established norms, embracing transparency,
and creating a workplace that not only attracts top talent but also champions
the holistic well-being of its workforce.®

Let’s now take a look at how one retailer centered employee voices to
reimagine a benefit customization, aligning with the Win-Win process of

change and creating a Win-Win workplace for employers and employees
alike.

Case Study: Tesco and Zeelo Solve the Commuting
Dilemma

In 2021, Tesco, a leading UK retailer, faced a significant challenge: attracting and retaining
talent at their distribution centers due to limited public transportation options. As part of a
strategy to center employee voices (pillar one of the Win-Win workplace), they conducted an
employee listening survey and found

* 95.2 percent of employees reported that having access to a transportation benefit was
important to them

* 90.7 of employees said they cannot get to work without a transportation service because of
the timing of their shifts and lack of options.

To address this employee-identified problem, Tesco turned to its Red Door initiative,
which invites innovators to offer ideas to improve Tesco’s guest services and includes finding
improvements in how the company serves its workers. Tesco partnered with Zeelo, a



company that offers transportation solutions as an employee benefit in the United Kingdom
and the United States. Shortly afterward, the retailer introduced a shuttle service that has
proven popular with employees, good for the environment, and good for the bottom line.

TRANSPORTATION AS A BENEFIT

In 2024, I interviewed Sam Ryan, the cofounder of Zeelo, to learn more
about the impacts of offering transportation as a benefit.” Sam shared with
me that having grown up in rural Oxfordshire where everyone owned a
vehicle, he and his team at Zeelo were acutely aware of the car dependency
in cities outside major metropolitan areas like London. “When we looked at
the data, we saw that in places like London and New York, about 80 percent
of people use public transit, walk, or cycle to work. But in cities like
Manchester, Birmingham, or Boston, 80 percent of people are car-
dependent,” Sam explained.

One of Sam’s critical learnings from the COVID-19 pandemic was the
increased responsibility employers took on to help their employees get to
work. “Employers started to realize that helping their employees with
transportation was essential for maintaining operations and filling jobs,”
Sam said. This shift in employer mindset was evident in Zeelo’s partnership
with Tesco. Tesco believed that by providing shuttle service as a benefit
they could eliminate transportation as barrier to work. Tesco also believed
that the benefit would help attract talent to fill open positions.

This partnership aimed to provide convenient and affordable bus routes
for employees, thereby eliminating the need for personal vehicles for 81
percent of participating employees. Zeelo’s service ran a route from the port
city of Hull in East Yorkshire, England, to Tesco’s distribution centers three
times a day, covering all shift patterns. With a single ticket costing £2,
workers saved an average of £10-20 per week. This initiative not only
made commuting more accessible but also offered significant financial
savings for Tesco’s employees.

THE IMPACT ON EMPLOYEE SATISFACTION AND
BUSINESS SUCCESS

Tesco has shared that the results of this partnership were transformative for
their employees. As part of their employee listening strategy, they learned



that employee satisfaction saw a marked improvement, with 94 percent of
employees reporting better mental well-being at work. Additionally, 98
percent felt they were saving money on commuting, 92 percent felt they
were saving time, and 72 percent expressed a greater willingness to stay
with the company longer due solely to the transportation benefit. As part of
the Red Door initiative, Tesco reported these findings to staff and gave
permission to Zeelo to share these results publicly as a written case study,
thereby using human-capital reporting as a competitive strategy (pillar eight
of the Win-Win workplace).?

Michael Holmes, a distribution center manager at Tesco, highlighted the
positive impact on recruitment and retention. Prior to implementing the
Zeelo service, Tesco had unfilled positions at their distribution centers.
Through offering transportation as a benefit, Tesco managed to recruit
enough employees to meet their operational needs, which, as Holmes
shared, “ensure[s] we fit our headcount, which means we can do the volume
for stores.” From an environmental perspective, Zeelo’s service had
another substantial positive impact. In 2023 alone, the shuttle service’s fully
electric vehicles eliminated 64,000 car journeys, reducing CO, emissions

by over 411 tons. This reduction contributed to Tesco’s sustainability goals
and demonstrated the broader benefits of the program.

CALCULATING TESCO’S RETURN ON INVESTMENT

The financial benefits for Tesco providing transportation as a benefit were
also considerable. Tesco tracked key metrics before and after the
transportation benefit offering, and the program showed a significant return
on investment. Productivity losses due to unfilled vacancies were estimated
at 55 percent; absenteeism costs at 0.5 percent; and recruitment costs, due
to a high churn rate, were around 27 percent for one recruitment round,
potentially doubling if two cycles were needed. The Zeelo shuttle service
reduced churn by 70 percent, resulting in substantial savings in recruitment
costs.°

Furthermore, the productivity improvement among employees using the
service was estimated to yield 3 percent in savings. Additional savings
included the cost of a transport manager (0.5 percent per year), CO,

offsetting (0.07 percent per year), and rider payments (1.5 percent per year).



The total value of the service in 2023 was estimated at mid-nine figures.
Tesco estimates that the value of service will increase by 47 percent in one
year, net of program costs.'!

This case study demonstrates how forward-thinking companies can
leverage technology and transportation solutions to create a positive impact
on their employees’ lives. By addressing transportation barriers, Tesco
improved employee well-being, boosted recruitment and retention, and
reduced their environmental footprint. The partnership with Zeelo serves as
a powerful example of how innovative solutions can drive significant
business and environmental benefits. We will discuss more about how to
approach calculating return on investment in Chapter Ten.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

Our research examined data from 355 Fortune 500 companies and looked at a range of
different benefits with a specific focus on caregiving needs. We found that offering a
comprehensive benefits package that includes paid time off, paid parental leave (including
maternity and paternity leave), subsidized childcare, and backup dependent care may lead to
significant financial gains. Companies that provide robust benefits packages tend to see
increased profits, revenue, and valuation. Supporting employees with benefits that help them
manage personal and caregiving responsibilities can enhance their productivity, thus
improving the company’s financial health.

Companies that excel in reimagining employee benefits demonstrate strong financial
performance, with 43 percent seeing growth in revenue, 54 percent in profits, 47 percent in
assets, and 56 percent in valuation. This data highlights how investing in employee benefits
not only improves employee well-being but also drives positive financial outcomes across key
business metrics.

Process of Change: Six Steps to Reimagining Benefits

Prepare

1. Identify opportunities to center employee voice: Conduct surveys
and focus groups to gather employee feedback on current benefits and
identify areas for improvement. Analyze employee identities and
understand their unique needs at different life stages. Just as Rachel
Romer analyzed the diverse needs of Guild Education’s employees,
such as their concerns about childcare, use surveys and focus groups
to understand the specific requirements of your workforce. For



Act

example, consider life stages and unique circumstances like
parenthood, mental health needs, or financial stability.

. Reimagine benefits: Based on employee feedback, brainstorm

innovative benefit offerings. Consider benefits such as housing (e.g.,
security deposit or down-payment assistance), mental health resources,
eldercare support, and student loan repayment assistance. Consider
flexible work arrangements, expanded parental leave, subsidized
childcare, or wellness programs. Recall how Romer invested in on-site
childcare as a benefit to meet the needs of parents, providing them
with peace of mind by allowing working parents to be in close
proximity to their children.

Refine

3. Engage with employees to develop new approaches to Win-Win

working relationships: Present the proposed benefit options to
employees and solicit their feedback. This fosters a sense of ownership
and increases the likelihood of adoption. For instance, Guild
Education’s decision to open a daycare center was based on employee
feedback and concerns about childcare costs and quality.

. Evaluate outcomes and adoption of the new approaches: Gather

feedback from employees on the effectiveness of the changes. Track
the effectiveness of the new benefits. Monitor employee satisfaction,
engagement, productivity, and cost-effectiveness. Like Tesco saw a
significant reduction in employee churn by 70 percent, improved
productivity yielding a substantial increase in overall savings, and a
positive return on investment, indicating that the new transportation
benefits had a profound impact on their workforce and operational
efficiency. Similarly, Guild Education saw an impressive 96 percent
approval rate among parents during the pandemic. Use metrics to
assess the impact of the benefits offered.

5. Adjust the new approaches as needed: Be prepared to adapt your

approach based on the evaluation results. Refine and iterate on your
benefits based on employee feedback and program outcomes. The



iterative process should mirror Romer’s approach of continuously
improving benefits to meet evolving employee needs.

Communicate and Learn

6. Keep your employees informed throughout the process: Share the
results of your evaluation and encourage ongoing feedback. This
fosters a culture of continuous improvement in your benefits program.
Transparency, as demonstrated by Romer’s open communication about
her maternity leave and new benefit initiatives, helps build trust and
engagement among employees. Similarly, Tesco’s commitment to
publicly innovate in order to improve both employee experience and
customer services through its Red Door initiative showcases the
importance of ongoing transparency and communication.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF REIMAGINING BENEFITS

Vickie’s dilemma and Rachel’s bold decision paint a clear picture of the
limitations of one-size-fits-all benefits in today’s diverse workforce. We
have discussed how employees have varied needs based on their identities
(Chapter Three). While it may seem easier to follow a one-size-fits-all
approach, personalization, when leveraged intentionally and responsibly,
can help managers and companies alike to meaningfully serve the
individual employee and, en masse, create a transformative workforce, a
Win-Win workforce.

So, let us step into this future with open hearts and curious minds, ready
to embrace the transformative potential of reimagined benefits, crafted not
just for individuals but for the collective wellbeing of the workforce. As the
curtain rises on this new chapter in the history of work, the possibilities are
boundless, and the potential for positive change immeasurable.

By showing a willingness to reimagine the perks of employment,
companies can create a future of work where employee benefits are woven
from the unique threads of each individual’s needs and aspirations, making
the Win-Win workplace the norm. As an employee you can introduce
companies like Zeelo to your manager and to human resources. Remember,
leveraging your position to partner with leadership is a way to leverage



your own voice within the workplace. Tailored benefits that people actually
want can lead to a more satisfied, productive, and healthier workforce and
benefit everyone in the company. In Chapter Five, we’ll explore how a
specific subset of employees within an organization—frontline managers—
can help a company further evolve into a Win-Win workplace.
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CHAPTER FIVE

ACTIVATING FRONTLINE LEADERS

Y ou almost certainly know the term “middle manager.” It’s often spoken
with a knowing eye roll or a snicker, the inside joke being that middle
managers are powerless paper pushers, bureaucrats, defenders of the status
quo, and, as Harvard Business Review cataloged their bad rap, the very
definition of mediocrity.! The New York Times columnist David Brooks put
it this way: “Nobody writes poems about middle managers.”?

But it’s time we start (metaphorically, of course).

Better yet, let’s call these misunderstood but pivotal people in the
workplace what they really are—frontline leaders or frontline managers (1
will use these terms interchangeably)—and give them empowering new
training and listening protocols so that they can unlock their full potential to
create a Win-Win workplace, both for the workers they supervise on the
organization’s front lines and for the executives back at headquarters
measuring success.

Frontline leaders are key to the cyclical Win-Win process of change and
building a Win-Win workplace. But in today’s workplaces, they are often
ill-equipped, preoccupied with self-preservation, and hampered by burnout.
Outmoded work paradigms and mental models, deeply ingrained
assumptions, and generalizations that shape our understanding and actions
don’t help matters. To successfully achieve Win-Win workplace goals,
organizational leaders must understand these challenges and develop new
policies to help frontline managers navigate around obstacles.

FIRSTHAND EXPERIENCE: THE PETER PRINCIPLE

My own experience as a frontline leader shapes my perspective on the Win-
Win workplace. From one of my earliest management positions, I can still
picture a direct report, Laura, telling me—for the third time in as many



weeks—that she would not be able to deliver a project on the timeline I
expected. My response, out of frustration, was to question her commitment
to the organization and to her own career. Her eyes narrowed while her
forehead creased. Laura replied that she was committed to the job, but as an
independent parent she was unable to work extra hours like I did. She was
responsible for her eight-year-old daughter who needed her. My face fell as
the truth hit me: what I saw as an unwillingness to do whatever it took to
get the job done was, in fact, a mother struggling to balance the demands on
her at home with the expectations of a no-excuses manager at work. Before
that moment, I had no idea of Laura’s lived realities. I saw her solely as an
associate in marketing. I didn’t see the fullness of who she was and all the
weight she carried. That hit me in the gut. When our conversation that day
forced me to stop and think about her in full, I obviously could not say—
could never say—that my project deadlines were more important than the
little human in her care at home.

This was my first hard lesson being a frontline manager: the power of
empathy and human connection, and the need for leadership training. I was
disappointed in myself and felt like a failure. According to the data, [ wasn’t
alone. Frontline leaders directly supervise up to 80 percent of the workforce
in many organizations, and commonly cited research suggests that 50—60
percent of these managers fail within their first one to two years.?

I was twenty-three years old when I was first made a manager. I was
promoted because I was good at my job as a sales coordinator, not because I
was a good leader of people. As a sales coordinator, I was an individual
contributor. My managers assigned me a task and I was consistent at getting
it done on time and being a problem solver who anticipated challenges and
roadblocks, and alerted managers well in advance. That stuff came easily to
me. And [ was ambitious. Later, I would describe my style as Type A. I
knew I could perform well individually and accomplish any task needed.
But to be a manager? I wasn’t long out of college and the only thing I knew
about managers was what I had seen in movies and experienced in the part-
time and entry-level jobs I did to put myself through school. My bosses
were more like the boss character in Swimming with Sharks. That 1994
movie satirized the cutthroat entertainment industry, explored how far a bad
boss can push an ambitious young underling, and portrayed the toll such a
toxic work environment can take on an individual. All of this is to say that I
had very low expectations of my managers and didn’t know what a good



manager looked like. Behind my own ambition and Type A personality was
plain old fear: I didn’t want to let my managers down and risk being fired.
So, I never pushed back on anything they asked of me. I acted positive even
as my world was falling apart.

I was thousands of dollars in debt with student loans and no parental
safety net to help me. I just put my head down, did my work, and silently
suffered. I had grown up, professionally, to believe that you’re at work to do
your job and your boss is there to do their job, not mentor you or invest in
you. Their contribution was giving me the job in the first place. It was on
me to perform in a way that was pleasing to them and to contribute to the
company’s success, regardless of how my manager treated me.

Fast forward to how I performed as a manager: I had codified my
experience as an individual contributor into what I expected from the
people who reported to me. I had been a no-excuses top performer, a
consistent contributor. I expected the same from my direct reports. After all,
if they turned in a poor performance, it would reflect poorly on me. I was
the quintessential bad manager. But how could I have been a good one
without any training or mentoring in the role? What I am describing is what
Laurence J. Peter coined in 1969 as the Peter Principle, which suggests that
if organizations consistently prioritize promoting their top performers
within their current roles, they may eventually find themselves elevating
individuals beyond their optimal capacity, ultimately diminishing their
effectiveness in those roles and—worse yet— diminishing the success of
the company as a whole.

THE WIN-WIN VALUE PROPOSITION

I often say to my clients, “Managing people is the job that you don’t get
appropriately compensated for.” Does this sound familiar? If you have ever
been a manager, you have probably felt or thought this at some point.
Frontline managers constantly pivot between their roles as leader,
subordinate, and individual contributor. A staggering 82 percent of new
managers in the United Kingdom are what the Chartered Management
Institute calls “accidental managers” who were promoted because they had
been great individual contributors, not because they showed signs of being
great managers.’



This is why it is imperative that organizations and managers alike buy
into the value of a Win-Win workplace. The frontline managers of an
organization are pivotal to employee satisfaction and retention of talent.
The reality is that poor leadership of one’s direct manager is one of the top
reasons people leave their jobs. But when these managers adopt a Win-Win
workplace approach, they can transform into frontline leaders and can
significantly boost employee retention by fostering an environment where
everyone feels valued and engaged and where employees are more likely to
stay and excel.’

Leaders who are genuinely committed to both the company’s goals and
their team’s well-being build trust and loyalty. This kind of commitment
helps employees feel more connected to the organization’s mission,
reducing their desire to leave. These frontline leaders who align their focus
on their team’s well-being with the company’s objectives transform the
Win-Win workplace approach from a strategy into a lived reality, boosting
overall performance and success.’

This role of frontline leader transcends a new title or pay raise. It’s a
mindset shift. Managers who step up to the role of frontline leader are now
cultural carriers for the Win-Win workplace culture, a serious responsibility
for championing organizational values, adapting an ownership mindset, and
boosting inclusion.

Lisen Stromberg, founder of PrismWork, an organization that conducts
corporate culture research and assessments, wanted to understand the
frontline leader’s lived experience in the workplace—and especially their
role in inclusion and DEI initiatives—when she surveyed 2,246 US
professional men for PrismWork’s 2023 RESET report.” Why just men?
“Because they are an essential piece of the diversity, equity, and inclusion
puzzle,” Stromberg and her team wrote in their report. “Men have much to
gain by building and supporting strong working relationships in their
organizations, and the world has much to gain by having them engaged in
DEL”® And, let’s face it: men hold 60 percent of the management positions
in American business and globally this number jumps to 67.8 percent.? The
survey showed that men who identified as managers were struggling. “The
men were begging for guidance from their companies and specifically from
the CEO and the HR team and were stymied because they weren’t getting
the training they need to get out of zero-sum thinking,” Stromberg told me
over lunch.®



In addition to basic management training, frontline managers need to
understand the Win-Win process of change and the support resources and
incentives they need to get the process rolling. Investment in support for
frontline leaders—through management training, resources, and incentives
—benefits the entire workforce and the bottom line. Let’s explore each
category in more detail.

MANAGEMENT TRAINING

* Win for frontline leader: Training programs equip frontline leaders
with the skills to champion values, foster ownership, and create an
inclusive environment. This leads to a more engaged and productive
workforce.

» Win for employees: Employees enjoy better leadership and feel
supported in their professional development.

SUPPORT RESOURCES

» Win for frontline leader: Leaders get resources, including
communication tools, templates, and access to human resources
support, which makes it easier for them to implement Win-Win
changes. They can also access other great services, such as Empower
Work, which provides a twenty-four-hour line for employees and
managers alike to call for any personal work-related issue.!! Even the
best manager will not have all the answers, and a service like
Empower Work allows them to be a resource for their direct reports.

» Win for employees: Employees have access to the tools and support
they need to succeed and thrive within the company culture.

INCENTIVES

» Win for frontline leaders: Frontline leaders who excel at embracing
the Win-Win process of change and building a Win-Win workplace
get rewards and recognition, which reinforces the desired behavior.



This could include bonuses, increased responsibility, or public
recognition.

» Win for employees: Employees see that these behaviors are valued
by the company, which can boost morale and engagement.
Additionally, some incentive programs can directly benefit
employees, such as team-based rewards for achieving inclusion goals.

* A Win-Win environment motivates everyone to contribute to a
positive and successful workplace.

CHAMPIONING THE ORGANIZATIONAL VALUES

My experience working on the front line and with frontline managers
highlights the need for targeted support for this crucial leadership group.
Frontline managers bridge the gap between senior leadership and the front
line (both the workers and customers there), playing a vital role in
employee engagement, performance, and overall organizational success.
Effective frontline managers must actively promote and embody the core
principles of their organization. It’s not enough for them to know the
values; they must live them through the following actions:

» Lead by example: They consistently demonstrate the company’s
values in their actions and decisions.

* Educate and inspire others: They help colleagues understand the
values and how they apply to daily work.

* Hold others accountable: They gently remind people when their
behaviors stray from the values, fostering a positive and aligned
culture.

OWNERSHIP MINDSET

An employee or manager with an ownership mindset takes initiative and
responsibility for their work and its outcomes. They go beyond simply
completing tasks and strive for excellence. A person with an ownership
mindset has the following attributes:



* Proactive problem-solver: They identify and address issues before
they become major problems.

* Takes initiative: They don’t wait to be told what to do; they see
opportunities and take action.

 Accountability: They take ownership of their mistakes and learn
from them.

* Results-oriented: They focus on achieving goals and delivering high-
quality work.

INCLUSION BOOSTER

An “inclusion booster” is someone who actively creates a welcoming and
supportive environment for all. They go beyond tolerance and work to
ensure all voices are heard and valued. An inclusion booster has the
following attributes:

* Celebrates diversity: They recognize and appreciate the unique skills
and perspectives everyone brings to the table.

* Promotes respect: They foster a culture where everyone feels
comfortable sharing their ideas and opinions.

* Challenges bias: They identify and address unconscious bias that
might hinder inclusion;

* Builds bridges: They connect people from different backgrounds and
help them understand each other.

GLOBAL PEOPLE LEADERS

To see exactly how managers can be successfully activated, let’s look inside
the programs and policies of three large brand-name financial and retail
institutions that collectively have billions of dollars in assets, hundreds of
thousands of employees, and tens of thousands of frontline managers. These
businesses’ senior leaders in human resources roles spoke with me in depth
about their management training on the condition that I present our
discussions as an anonymized composite.

For the sake of clarity and brevity, I’ll give my interview subjects a
single composite name: Global People Leaders (GPLs). The upper



management of these organizations recognizes how critical manager
effectiveness is in driving employee experience and customer satisfaction,
the GPLs told me in interviews. And they are taking action.

In today’s competitive landscape, highly engaged employees— as
measured by the strong mental and emotional connection to the
organization that they work for, their team, and their work— are the
backbone of a positive work environment, directly translating to better
customer service.2

Engaged employees are doing more than just showing up for a
paycheck. They take initiative, go the extra mile for customers, and are
passionate about what they do because they believe in the company’s
mission. Engaged employees are more likely to

* be friendly and helpful to customers;
« proactively solve problems; and
* go the extra mile to exceed customer expectations.

Having a happy and engaged workforce is a Win-Win for both the
company and the customer.

Empowering Frontline Leaders, Transforming Customer
Experience

Gallup recently found that managers are responsible for about 70 percent of
the differences in employee engagement within different parts of a
company.'! This means that whether employees feel motivated, committed,
and satisfied with their jobs largely depends on their managers. In turn, this
means managers play a huge role in influencing performance.

The GPLs I spoke with in the tech, healthcare, and retail sectors
collectively support tens of thousands of frontline managers across the
United States. One of the GPLs succinctly summarized the problem when it
comes to managers: “We know that we have a frontline manager problem.
We have heard it from employees that report to them. What we are trying to
do is operationalize the insights across thousands of managers. It is no small
task.”

Individual managers and supervisors are pivotal in managing people,
overseeing teams, implementing policies, fostering engagement, and



ensuring compliance, significantly shaping overall management
effectiveness. Uneven frontline management directly impacts the bottom
line by causing operational inefficiencies, lower productivity, increased
turnover, and reduced profitability. Consistent frontline management is
essential for operational excellence, high employee morale, and achieving
financial objectives. Simply put, an institution’s effectiveness often hinges
on its least effective manager.

The GPLs I spoke with shared that innovative strategies like using
manager effectiveness metrics are crucial because they enable data-driven
decision-making, enhance performance, improve employee experience,
inform targeted development programs, increase retention and engagement,
align managers with organizational goals, and support continuous
improvement. By centering employee voices, these Win-Win GPLs were
leveraging pillar one of the Win-Win workplace. They listened to their
employees’ sentiments and then used data analytics to identify specific
areas for improvement and tailor individual manager-development
programs. Crucial to this strategy is the effective use of the following
management tools:

* Regular pulse surveys: The GPLs conduct targeted pulse surveys
tailored to specific business lines and employee segments. They
include a regular set of questions around employee engagement and
interactions with managers and ratings in response to statements such
as “I would recommend my manager to another colleague.”

 Performance reviews with manager capabilities assessment:
Manager performance reviews include an assessment of their
capabilities, providing valuable data on leadership strengths and
weaknesses.

After collecting data from these various sources, the firms used
generative Al to assist with the analysis of hundreds of thousands of data
points. It is through this analysis that these GPLs and their companies gain
a comprehensive understanding of employee sentiment toward their
managers nationwide in the United States and globally.

Similarly, data gathered through the centering-employee strategies
discussed in Chapter One can identify trends and patterns in manager
effectiveness. Based on this analysis, the companies that I studied across the



355 created targeted development programs for different manager
segments:

 High performers: Recognition programs and opportunities for
knowledge sharing are implemented to leverage their strengths and
foster a culture of mentorship.

* Medium performers: Coaching and mentoring programs are
implemented to address specific areas for improvement.

* Low performers: Personalized development plans with automated
professional development plans and facilitated discussions with
human resources partners are provided to support significant
improvement.

This data-driven approach has yielded positive results. According to the
GPLs, their firms have seen a demonstrable improvement in manager
effectiveness, leading to a more engaged workforce. Additionally, the
companies have observed a direct correlation between manager
effectiveness and customer satisfaction. They emphasized this connection,
with one stating, “We have evidence that shows a correlation between good
frontline management and a decrease of customer complaints. We have also
seen that the frontline manager has an impact on higher sales.” This
translates into a significant financial impact, with the GPLs estimating a
potential return on investment that goes into the multi-millions of dollars.'

The success of the data-driven employee listening makes it a key part of
any employer’s frontline manager strategy. By focusing on manager
development, the successful frontline leaders we followed fostered positive
work environments, which is directly linked to business success.

Key Takeaways

* Publish a well-defined “effective manager” profile to precisely
identify development needs.

* Develop a comprehensive training program for all newly promoted
and newly hired leaders, ensuring they fully understand their role
expectations and the key indicators of success.

» Continuously gather and analyze detailed feedback from various
aspects of employees’ experiences to inform strategic human



resources decisions.

* Tailor manager development programs based on employee insights to
enhance both employee experience and business performance.

* Leverage new technology like generative Al and machine learning to
assist with analysis and understand the impact on business operations.

« Share best practices and learnings both internally and externally (as
we will detail in Chapter Eight) to foster a culture of data-driven
talent development within the industry.

EMERGING FOCUS ON TRAINING FRONTLINE
LEADERS

Whether facilitating change management or advancing business goals,
managers are on the front lines of employee engagement, performance, and
retention. To stay agile and ready in a constantly changing environment,
managers need training support and the right tools as their job is evolving.
These frontline leaders are 46 percent less satisfied with their jobs than
senior executives (those who manage at least fifteen people).!® They have
also struggled more than twice as much as executives when it comes to
maintaining a sense of belonging, according to a survey from Future Forum,
a consortium partnered with Slack alongside Boston Consulting Group,
MillerKnoll, and Management Leadership for Tomorrow."” The group
surveyed 9,032 knowledge workers who identify as “skilled office workers”
across the United States, and other countries, over three years to understand
how their perceptions and challenges in the workplace have evolved.'®

As organizations move toward more flexible work schedules and digital
communication, frontline managers roles are evolving from paper-pushing
attendance checkers to facilitators of a work environment where people are
inspired to do their best work. This shift requires embracing digital tools for
tracking and aligning teams while promoting a “default-to-open” culture
that enhances collaboration and decision-making across distributed teams."

Remember Genevieve Richards, the manager featured in Chapter Three?
Her job was to enforce company policy for her direct reports. Fortunately,
she took a strong interest in her employees, learning their strengths,
weaknesses, habits, and lived realities. Unfortunately, the company
restricted her from being the empathetic and flexible manager she wanted to



be. Believing that understanding her team was crucial to good management,
she made it a priority to address issues directly with her team before taking
administrative action. Her close proximity to her workers gave her valuable
insight into each one’s work style. Unfortunately, the company failed to
recognize and support this approach.

WHAT OTHER COMPANIES ARE DOING FOR
FRONTLINE MANAGERS

In November 2022, I participated in a conversation hosted by The 19th, a
nonprofit, independent news organization based in Austin, Texas, to dig into
the challenges faced by managers in the “new normal” work environment.
The discussion was joined by executives from Slack, H-E-B, and Dell who
shared what was happening on their front lines and how their companies are
specifically supporting frontline leaders.’ The key takeaways are
instructive more broadly:

» Combatting stress and burnout: Christina Janzer, Slack’s senior
vice president of research and analysis, explained how her department
keeps a finger on the pulse of managers by running a quarterly survey
of more than 10,000 desk workers around the world. Their most
recent findings (October 2022) show frontline leaders experiencing
40 percent more work-related stress and anxiety—and a 43 percent
spike in burnout—over the previous year. This can lead to reverting to
outdated management styles, she noted. One finding that surprised
her: flexible work policies—*“both for where you work and also for
when”—Ied to improved productivity and were cited as the number-
one factor in improving company culture.

* Active listening and support: Organizations need to prioritize
listening to their managers’ needs and offering solutions. Vanice
Hayes, Dell Technologies’ chief culture, diversity, and inclusion
officer, said that in addition to seeking employee feedback on an
annual basis (Dell has 130,000 “team members” globally), the
company does “regular, frequent checkins.” Questions in those
sessions go much deeper than how employees are completing tasks to
“How are they doing as people? How can I help? Are they feeling
overwhelmed? What do they want to do next?” said Hayes. “We are



asking our leaders to know everyone, really know their talent and
understand people’s aspirations and skills. ... They want to be valued.
They want to be seen. And so, whatever we can do as leaders to
facilitate that, that’s what we have to continue to focus on.”

 Data-driven development: Data is key to understanding the evolving
skills and experiences of frontline managers. This allows companies
to tailor development opportunities and prevent valued employees
from leaving.

* Employee-centric solutions: Flexible scheduling and dedicated focus
time can significantly boost productivity and creativity for overloaded
managers who wear many hats. Slack, for example, approaches
schedule flexibility at the team level, where they “com[e] up with
agreements for how we’re going to collaborate and when,” said
Janzer. “We have things like core collaboration hours which, for some
teams are like 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. These are the hours you’re expected
to work, but everything else is flexible.” Slack has also experimented
with focus time—and eliminating as many meetings as possible.
Every quarter, two weeks are carved out as “maker weeks.” These are
no-meeting weeks where people are able to focus and have more
creative time. “Data that we collect afterwards says people love these
weeks because they are able to get so much more work done,” said
Janzer.

These are just some examples, and the specific strategies will vary by
company. However, the key takeaway is that companies that prioritize
supporting their frontline managers through targeted initiatives are more
likely to retain valuable talent and foster a thriving work environment.

BECOMING A WIN-WIN LEADER

So, what is a Win-Win mentality, and what characteristics identify a Win-
Win leader? In Stephen Covey’s The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People:
Powerful Lessons in Personal Change, he talks about the “Win/Win
Mindset”—one that seeks mutual benefit.?! By adopting the Win-Win
mindset, Covey argues, you can build stronger relationships, achieve better
results, and create a more positive and collaborative environment.



Everyone has the potential to develop a Win-Win mindset, but not
everyone will become a Win-Win leader. Why? Some may simply not be
interested in taking on the role. Some people—in fact, many people—enjoy
being individual contributors and are still valuable to the organization as
long as they embody a Win-Win mentality. Being a Win-Win leader is much
more than being promoted to manager because you are an outstanding
individual contributor. Managers who get the job that way are managers in
name only. In the Win-Win workplace, individual contributors who
demonstrate a Win-Win mindset are intentionally developed into Win-Win
managers. The next step is that they make a commitment to becoming a
Win-Win leader, which includes:

1. Prioritizing the growth and well-being of their team.
2. Creating a safe space for open communication and honest feedback.

3. Learning alongside their team and actively seeking opportunities for
improvement.

4. Empowering others through mentorship and knowledge sharing.

5. Fostering a culture of trust, collaboration, and psychological safety.

When deciding to promote someone to a position managing people
based on their performance, ensure that they have also demonstrated these
qualities. Remember, this is just the prerequisite; it must be followed by
orientation and ongoing training.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

This strategy empowers frontline leaders to champion initiatives promoting intersectionality
and DEI in the workplace. While companies that hire a higher percentage of entry-level
workers may experience higher turnover initially due to lower levels of experience,
effectively supporting and training these new hires can foster loyalty and reduce attrition in
the long run. In analyzing the 355 companies in our study, we observed a neutral effect on
revenue and stock price. The limited number of companies implementing these strategies
suggests that a larger sample is needed for deeper insights, presenting an opportunity for
further research as these practices become more widely adopted.

According to the results of a 2022 leadership development survey published in Training
magazine, nine out of ten top organizations that match their training programs to the
preferences of newly promoted leaders see more success in developing their leadership

skills.?? A significant gap exists between high- and low-performing organizations: the former



are 48 percent more likely to invest in new leaders through coaching and increased
responsibility.E

Building effective leaders requires continuous learning and
development. Recognizing this need, my colleagues at Future Forward
Strategies, the labor-market analytics and strategies firm I founded,
introduced the Win-Win People Leader Training. This comprehensive
program, based on the Win-Win process of change, is designed to cultivate
leaders who not only excel in their roles but also prioritize the well-being
and growth of their team members.* By offering a structured approach that
operates year-round, we ensure that leaders have ongoing opportunities to
enhance their skills, deepen their understanding, and adapt to evolving
workplace dynamics. The following six-step plan serves as a road map for
business leaders and frankly anyone included in hiring processes wanting to
nurture a culture of continuous improvement and Win-Win relationships
within their organization.

Process of Change: Six Steps to Supporting Frontline Leaders

Prepare

1. Identify opportunities to center employee voices in the selection
and professional development of frontline leaders: When a
potential frontline leader is identified for promotion or hire, ask about
their leadership history and experience. When conducting reference
checks, in addition to speaking to their management, ask to speak to
one or two of their direct reports. (If they haven’t had direct reports,
ask to speak to a peer they collaborated with on a team project. This
will help you understand how they lead upward, downward, and
laterally, across teams). Make an analysis of where the frontline leader
is in relation to the identified good managers on your team to begin to
develop a training program based on the frontline leaders’ goals and
business needs.

Act



2. Define core competencies and set up frontline leader on-boarding:
Onboarding training should align with the case study of the GPLs,
which, in turn, aligns with industry best practices, as 48 percent of top-
performing companies provide new frontline leader training.> Create a
core competencies framework to define essential skills and knowledge
for frontline leaders. Design a comprehensive training program
specifically for managers. Integrate data analytics to track and measure
outcomes tied to business objectives. (We will discuss this further in
Chapter Eight.) Explore the potential of Al and machine learning to
personalize the learning experience for managers and translate
quantitative and qualitative data into actionable insights for improving
manager training outcomes. A well-trained leadership team fosters a
more positive and productive work environment for all employees,
creating a Win-Win situation for the organization.

Refine

3. Engage with employees to develop new approaches to support
frontline leaders: One human resources professional shared with me
that their managers felt unsure how to address employee concerns like
return-to-work anxiety. She also mentioned that spotting signs of
distress in a remote workforce posed a challenge. Her point was that
we are demanding more of our frontline managers than ever, and they
need training. Based on the feedback received from their managers,
this company implemented basic mental health awareness training for
managers, which was incredibly well received. She shared with me
that they were quite surprised by the huge appetite for this training.
Following the training, the company engaged managers in listening
tours, and managers felt more equipped with the language and
vocabulary to discuss mental health.?®

4. Evaluate outcomes and adoption of the new approaches: To assess
a frontline leader program’s impact on employees, we need a two-
pronged approach. First, track adoption: Are frontline leaders actively
using the new skills? Data and feedback can guide us, but observing
their behavior—championing values, fostering ownership—reveals
true integration. Second, we measure outcomes. Are employee
engagement and team performance metrics improving? Go on a



listening tour. Ask managers and their direct reports how training can
be improved. And then act on their suggestions.

5. Adjust the new approaches as needed: Win-Win workplaces require
constant learning. Equip frontline leaders with the latest skills through
micro-learning modules informed by direct-report, employee, peer,
and manager feedback. This keeps learning relevant and addresses
current needs. It’s a Win-Win: frontline leaders learn the latest
managements skills conveniently and hone their expertise, while the
organization benefits from a skilled and engaged workforce, leading to
improved performance. Invest in continuous learning and building a
thriving workplace.

Communicate and Learn

6. Communicate progress and learnings from implementing the new
approaches: Use short, bite-sized communication opportunities such
as videos, articles, and podcasts to target managers and share progress.
Disseminate best practices and learnings with other organizations to
foster a culture of data-driven talent development within the industry.
Think back to the examples of the leaders from Dell, H-E-B, and
Slack who generously share best practices and learnings publicly,
demonstrating their commitment to frontline managers and their
people.

Status quo management skills like communication, conflict resolution,
team empowerment, and emotional intelligence are important for any
effective manager. The key differentiation of a frontline leader is an
underlying Win-Win mindset, that the manager is focused on mutual
benefits for themselves, their team, and the company when leveraging their
skills in service of the organization fostering collective success.

Workplace transformation often fails because frontline management is
overlooked and overwhelmed. In the Win-Win workplace, managers are no
longer squeezed but stretched to reach their highest potential and become
the engines of growth for the company. They willingly make the
commitment to become Win-Win leaders driving workforce transformation,
and they embrace their critical role in it. In a Win-Win workplace, frontline



management is treated as a prized and critical role, and companies commit
to supporting frontline managers with the training, resources, and
compensation commensurate with both their contributions and potential.

In this chapter, we learned how to unlock the true potential of these
frontline leaders while supporting them to become “engines of growth” and
culture carriers who embody and promote an organization’s core values,
influencing others to align with its culture. What is the biggest barrier
beyond training? The answer might surprise you. It’s how we
fundamentally view talent and qualifications altogether. Next, we will turn
to Chapter Six to discuss how Win-Win workplaces rethink credentials.
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CHAPTER SIX

RETHINKING CREDENTIALS

A Taco Bell cashier, a gas station attendant, a dog trainer, and a
theoretical physicist walk into a bar ...

The unlikely foursome was out celebrating a project they had just
completed—right on deadline—for a Fortune 100 company that was
readying a piece of wearable technology for release. “You saved this
product,” the company project manager gushed. “You saved my bonus!” In
fact, this foursome of contract apprentices from the tech-talent firm Catalyte
proved to be three times as productive and faster than the Fortune 100
company’s in-house teams. The grateful and intrigued project manager
asked what each of them did in their previous jobs. Catalyte founder and
executive chairman Mike Rosenbaum, who spoke with me at length for this
book in February 2023, enjoys sharing what happened next: “Folks went
around the room and said, ‘I used to work at a gas station. I worked at Taco
Bell. I have a PhD in theoretical physics. I raised dogs to chase geese of a
lake.” The project manager paused for a second. She had such deeply
embedded assumptions about what excellence looks like, and our teams
didn’t reflect what she had in her head. She realized that her assumption
was wrong.” Rosenbaum remembers it well. “That was an incredibly
rewarding moment.”!

That project manager’s aha moment is exactly what we need— writ
large—to build the Win-Win workplace of the future. We need for
employers and their hiring managers to rethink traditional credentials—
graduation from a top university (bonus points for the Ivy League),
experience at big-name companies—and access a bigger and better
candidate pool by embracing diversity and inclusion. Let’s face it:
credentials on a résumé can look impressive, but they don’t really say
anything about whether the individual is equipped to do the job. Yet, we see
companies throwing big money at the graduates coming out of the Ivy



League, Stanford, and other big-name schools, leaving millions of people
with unfinished degrees or no degrees completely overlooked. The
competition for this limited pool of pedigreed candidates drives up their
compensation. Demand begets scarcity. A premium is paid. As Mike, who is
also an Oxford-trained economist with a Harvard law degree, quips, hiring
managers are just “trying to read the tea leaves,” which does not make for a
great hiring strategy.

A brand name does not equal ability, potential, work ethic, experience,
curiosity, or knowledge. An aptitude test someone took when they were
seventeen should not forever dictate their future course of employment and
economic mobility. In the research that led to his founding of Catalyte,
Mike found that the traditional credentials most used in hiring correlate
with a job candidate’s socioeconomic background. This approach leaves an
immense number of people in the United States undervalued by a labor
market that relies on credentials and perpetuates the proliferation of Zero-
Sum workplaces. Rethinking these old-school credentials and finding more
accurate, more modern metrics to evaluate potential candidates is essential
for business leadership in the future of work.

Starting with a new mindset for talent acquisition, Mike began hiring
STARs, or those Skilled Through Alternative Routes, a term coined by the
nonprofit Opportunity@Work.> Mike explained to me:

If a third of the US is somehow undervalued in this way, you’ve got 100 million people. So, if
2 percent of that 100 million people—and there’s probably more than that—are brilliant,
you’re talking about millions of people who are exceptional and don’t have the appropriate
pathways into the roles where they can thrive better than anyone else in that job. And so, if
you can figure out who that person is, and break down those barriers to give that individual
the pathway to be in the job where they will thrive, you can unleash massive amounts of
economic power.

In Chapter Five, we learned how frontline leaders can be incentivized to
see the business imperative to run a Win-Win workplace. In this chapter, we
shift our focus to what hiring managers need to do. We’ll look at the
concept of hiring for skills and explore case studies of companies that are
using generative Al and machine learning solutions to expand their talent
book, find more perfect matches, and save their recruitment dollars by
identifying talent from within.



STARS: THE CATALYST FOR CATALYTE

Mike Rosenbaum would go on to found two venture-backed companies,
leveraging non-degreed talent along the way. For over a decade, Mike’s
latest company, Catalyte, has used its predictive platform to identify non-
degreed individuals with an aptitude for software development using logic
tests. They then train these developers and offer them to top companies as
on-demand talent.

Because Catalyte is focused on overlooked talent, it does not have to
compete with companies placing computer science graduates. Overlooked
talent is more market accessible and hirable at more competitive salaries.
Plus, Catalyte has found that their non-degreed workforce is 40 percent
more productive than their college-degreed counterparts and stays 25
percent longer at their company compared with the industry average.

Many big names have already taken notice of the STARs among us.
Organizations like Accenture, Chevron, Cognizant, Google, Jobcase,
LinkedIn, McKinsey & Company, Walmart, and Workday have joined
what’s called the “Tear the Paper Ceiling” campaign dedicated to hiring
STARs.? Beyond the movement away from hiring based on college degrees,
there is a broader shift in the philosophy underlying the creation and
retention of human capital for many companies and organizations. The
focus is now on the skill, not the job description. Companies are focusing
on the skills required to execute their projects. They’re rejecting the myth
that low-wage means low-skill.?

EXCEEDING EXPECTATIONS BY ELIMINATING BIAS

You know that tried-and-true feel-good movie plot where the ragtag group
of misfits comes together and, against all odds, wins the big game against
the rival school with kids that all look like they play professionally? All that
team of misfits needed to win was guidance, a coach who believed in them,
and camaraderie. Their coach may have started out frustrated, but before the
movie’s climax, she realizes that she has a team full of STARs. Cue the
montage showing the team getting better every day. Hiring teams also need
to recognize when they have a STAR on their hands.

STARs account for 70 million people in the workforce.” They are the 50
percent of the workforce that developed valuable skills through military



service, community college, partial completion of a four-year degree,
training programs, or, most commonly, through on-the-job experience.’
That’s exactly what STARs initiatives champion: reconceptualizing what an
“A-Team” looks like. This is important because you will not find diversity
of experience and thought in a team full of graduates from the same
schools, with the same backgrounds, who are now seeking the same lives.

They make movies about that, too. Usually, the theme is competition and
dysfunction: the one least corrupted by the lust for power is the last one
standing. Or the one person from a different background outmaneuvers the
homogenous bunch to emerge victorious. These movies are not feel-good
romps, and they definitely do not end with a triumphant scene where the
community rushes the field, hoisting the team of winners into the air, a
town united in glory. They are instead stories that focus on individual
achievement rather than a team of underdogs who make good.

When employers rely on traditional, credentials-based hiring processes,
the underdogs never get to take the field. The problem with the traditional
hiring process is that focusing on credentials creates barriers for talented
people who have acquired valuable skills or experience through alternative
paths, such as apprenticeships, on-the-job training, or self-directed learning.
Hiring managers may manifest bias by favoring applicants who they
perceive are similar to themselves in background and experience, like when
they give a job to a person from the same fraternity over another qualified
individual.

Assuming that a four-year degree is sufficient can result in a poor fit
between candidate and role, resulting in decreased productivity, increased
turnover, and, ultimately, higher costs for the organization. All things being
equal, degree holders in middle-skilled positions boast higher voluntary
turnover rates, lower levels of engagement, and higher material wages with
a performance level typically equal to or worse than their experienced, non-
degree-holding colleagues with the same job.. Value is found in the
individual, not the credential.

Eliminating bias is an introspective and active process in creating a Win-
Win workplace. First, by focusing on skills and competencies for a position
instead of credentials, you open your talent pool to those with relevant skills
but nontraditional experience. Second, using objective, data-driven tools to
evaluate candidates’ talents, such as skills assessments or performance-
based tests, will provide a more accurate picture of each candidate’s



potential, which helps hiring managers overcome unconscious biases on
hiring. Third, employers can train managers to recognize and avoid bias in
hiring practices, starting with diversifying the hiring team itself to include
people with various backgrounds and perspectives. Lastly, by integrating
diversity into workplace culture and values, companies can foster a culture
of respect and inclusion. They’re poised to set diversity goals, track
progress toward those goals, and support members of underrepresented
groups with appropriate resources.

SKILLS-BASED TALENT OPTIMIZATION: IDENTIFYING
COMPETENCIES, NOT DEGREES

Hiring STARs is a terrific example of skills-based talent optimization
because it emphasizes that understanding a worker’s roots and providing
training based on an assessment of that individual’s capabilities fosters
competency, regardless of credentials or prior experience. This skills-based
approach enables companies to pivot with greater confidence since the
workforce has already demonstrated a capacity to retain and execute new
skills as required. By hiring STARs, an organization demonstrates its ability
to leverage the employee’s past experience to serve emerging and
temporary organizational needs.

Skills-based talent optimization starts with identifying specific
competencies and abilities required for a particular position. Then managers
select candidates or promote internally based on demonstrated skills and not
just formal qualifications. Leaving behind traditional talent practices that
champion degrees and social connections above all else, companies save on
hiring and payroll costs by attracting nontraditional candidates that may
demand less competitive salaries. Your non-degreed hires may also have a
stronger sense of loyalty to your company, especially if they had a history
of being rejected only because they didn’t have the expected degree.

Instead of searching for a degree, skills-based talent optimization looks
at what skills the job actually requires for good performance. By identifying
required skills, managers avoid poor hiring decisions, reducing employee
turnover and training expenses while increasing productivity.

To determine the skills required for a position, conduct a job analysis by
gathering information about a job’s duties, responsibilities, required skills,



and qualifications. Sources for this analysis include interviews with
employees, surveys, or observing those employees who are already
performing well in the position. From these sources, create a job description
that outlines the expectations for the position.

The Win-Win workplace demands that hiring managers consider the
large pool of talented and qualified candidates with nontraditional sources
of skills as part of the mission to create a more diverse and inclusive
workforce. This mission includes debunking the notion that a four-year
degree is necessary for job-relevant skills. It means, as previously noted,
breaking the myth that low-wage means low-skill. Hiring based on skills
and not degrees represents a step toward a more inclusive future that may
provide upward economic mobility for those previously excluded from
hiring conversations.

ADOPTING SKILLS-BASED TALENT OPTIMIZATION:
WHEN YOU WISH UPON THE STARS

Today, technology has the potential to quickly and radically alter an
economic sector in a matter of weeks or months. Large language models
like ChatGPT are stirring the pot. They offer businesses a tool to automate
tasks and boost productivity in areas like content creation and customer
service. This could lead to job shifts, potentially impacting high-income
analytical or creative roles more than manual labor jobs. However, this
disruption also creates opportunities in managing Al tools, ensuring data
security, and navigating human-AlI collaboration. The key lies in addressing
ethical concerns around bias, misinformation, and potential job
displacement to ensure this technology benefits the overall economic
landscape. This means that malleable skills are more necessary than training
tailored to specific jobs or industries. The World Economic Forum estimates
that over 1 billion people will need reskilling by 2030.% Focusing on skills
enables organizations to assign activities to individuals based on their
unique capabilities. Broad, amorphous, mandatory training—that assumes
all employees are following identical career trajectories with identical
career goals—must be left in the past. Focusing on skills develops
organizational flexibility and agility. It also empowers employees to build
skills that are more easily transferable between companies and industries.



WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

My analysis of data from 1,200 companies shows many are moving toward using flexible
teams. These teams can change and adapt quickly to meet the fast-changing needs of the
business. In fact, a recent Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends survey found 76 percent of
C-level executives rated internal talent mobility as “important.” Twenty percent of C-suite
executives placed internal talent mobility among their organization’s three most urgent issues.
Yet, only 6 percent of the senior executives surveyed described their organization as

“excellent” at enabling internal talent mobility.® This indicates a significant gap between the
importance placed on internal mobility and the actual effectiveness of enabling it within
companies.

Case Study: Jergens Sets Up Employees for the Future

Jergens, Inc. has always been a family business. The Cleveland-based company, which
specializes in manufacturing workholding equipment, is still owned by its founding family.

Jergens employees are part of the family. And like any good family, each member works to

improve both their own lives and those of the rest of the family members.!%

Jack Schron Sr. founded Jergens in 1942, during the height of World War II. To contribute
to the country’s war effort, his goal was to train workers, just as much as it was to make
profits. The company’s philosophy was simple: “Do the right thing for our people, our
community, and the environment.” The war was won and Jergens earned its reputation as a
company that enriched its workforce. In essence, Jergens was an early leader in creating a
Win-Win workplace, prioritizing employee well-being and fostering continuous learning and
development.

When Jack Schron Jr. took over as president and CEO of Jergens in the 1980s, he vowed
to uphold his father’s commitments in his community, at home and at work. At home, Jack Jr.
serves as a Cuyahoga County councilman and a longtime leader in education, workforce
development, and community service. At work, he is known as a champion of Northeast
Ohio’s manufacturing evolution who believes in a “big tent” mentality—that everyone has
the potential to be trained to succeed on the manufacturing floor, no matter their background.
From this commitment arose Tooling U, a workforce education initiative. Launched by
Jergens in 2001 to address a looming skilled-labor shortage, Tooling U offers internships,
apprenticeships, and training programs that teach new skills to those with the desire to learn.

After being sold to the Society of Manufacturing Engineers in 2010, Tooling U is now the
biggest online manufacturing training platform, serving more than half of companies in the
Fortune 500. It has trained more than eight hundred thousand learners in courses from basic
blueprints to advanced welding. As Jack Jr. explained, “Education raises the level for
everyone who wants to enhance their lives, not only those earning degrees, but those who
want to learn a skill.” Jergens pays for its employees to attend skills development courses and
acquire training. The company strives to offer every individual, regardless of their starting
position, an opportunity to move up.

As part of their “big tent” mentality, Jergens actively recruits STARs. The company works
with local workforce development organizations like the Cuyahoga East Vocational
Education Consortium to train nonemployees as an opportunity to scout and recruit talent. He
actively welcomes individuals with disabilities to the manufacturing floor and, unlike many



companies, doesn’t rule out applicants with prior convictions. According to Jack Jr., the
recidivism rate among their employees is zero.

In total, these STARs-based strategies save Jergens approximately $100,000 per trained
individual. That figure does not include financial benefits gained through post-training.
Those who received training from Jergens are among that company’s top performers.
Jergens’ commitment to employee growth contributes to the company’s family atmosphere.
Their employees return Jergens’ investment in them, working harder and staying longer.
Some individuals start working for Jergens in high school and eventually grow into
leadership positions.

EQUIPPED FOR THE FUTURE: USING EMERGING
TECHNOLOGIES

Emerging technologies can be partners in creating an equitable future of
work. Moreover, the value of skills rooted in technology will only increase.
In the future, it is easy to imagine that certain technological skills will be a
necessary part of every conceivable position—if they are not already.
Comfort with emerging technologies is a necessity, especially when it
comes to improving business outcomes.

Yet, there also should be discomfort with emerging technologies to some
degree. It is not about the uncertainty of the future of technology; it is not a
fear that the robots will become sentient and steal our spouses by eclipsing
our meager human ability to listen. Rather, the discomfort is that the
information surrounding the technology is often concealed. Want to know
what factors are used in an algorithm? The answer will frequently be, “It is
proprietary.” How does it function? “Machine learning.” What are the
inputs given to the machine to learn? “It’s proprietary.” When algorithms
aim to eliminate bias, there is always the risk that they were programmed,
either intentionally or not, to maintain existing biases. Joy Buolamwini,
activist and founder of Algorithmic Justice Leagues, puts it perfectly: “The
machine is learning a representation of the world that is skewed. And so
what you might have thought should be a neutral process is actually
reflecting the biases that it has been trained on.”™! It is crucial that we
actively subvert the biases ingrained in Al algorithms and ensure that we
develop and utilize this technology responsibly.

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE: OUR FRIEND IN THE
FUTURE



Al-powered workforce analytics platforms offer companies an objective
and efficient way to identify, develop, and retain the most qualified talent.
Research suggests that workforce analytics platforms that use machine
learning to identify and develop talent can have a significant impact on
organizations. Here are some key findings:

* Better hiring decisions: A 2022 McKinsey & Company study found
that companies that use data analytics for talent acquisition are more
likely to make better hiring decisions and reduce employee turnover.'?
Workforce analytics platforms that use machine learning can help
organizations identify the right candidates for the job based on their
skills and potential, rather than their credentials alone.

 Improved talent management: A 2023 study by Deloitte found that
organizations that use predictive analytics for talent management are
twice as likely to improve their leadership pipeline, and 2.5 times
more likely to improve their talent practices than those that do not."
This suggests that workforce analytics platforms that use machine
learning can help organizations make better decisions about talent
management.

» More efficient workforce planning: 2024 Research by Accenture
found that workforce analytics platforms can help organizations
optimize their workforce planning by identifying skill gaps and
providing insights into employee potential. This can help
organizations make better decisions about talent deployment and
development.™

Skills-based talent strategies present organizations with an enormous
data challenge. Effective use of Al can assist companies to determine which
skills to leverage in the workplace, and how to leverage those skills in both
talent analysis and planning. These capabilities can inform better talent
management decisions. Taken to its logical conclusion, Al-driven
workplace management tools will be able to help companies better
understand trends and both current and emerging skills through forecasting
and benchmarking.

To make the most of Al, we need a globally standardized way of
organizing job-title and skills-required data, otherwise it’s hard to
effectively match people with the right skills to the right opportunities. For



example, a solar energy technician at Company A needs to set up and
maintain solar panels that generate electricity, work on rooftops, and
connect panels to electrical systems. In contrast, a solar energy technician at
Company B needs to install systems that use sunlight to heat water, work
with plumbing, and check energy efficiency. Even though both jobs are
called “solar energy technician,” Company A focuses on solar electricity,
while Company B focuses on solar water heating.

With a standardized system for identifying and classifying skills, it
would be easier for Al to accurately match candidates to job opportunities,
even when job titles are the same but the required skills are different. To aid
in this process, companies should seek to have a universal classification
system for skills they intend to measure. This system needs to be pliable
enough to demonstrate changes in skills over time, new skills you’ll need in
the future, and those that require growth and improvement.

Case Study: Arena Analytics: Using Data to Battle Bias

Arena Analytics CEO Myra Norton told me that her company uses machine learning
algorithms to evaluate skills and competencies of job candidates based on objective data,

such as employees’ work experience, education, and skills assessments.> By focusing on
skills and competencies rather than personal characteristics, the platform helps to eliminate
unconscious bias that may influence traditional hiring processes.

Jill Thomas, chief nursing officer at a multi-site health system in the Pacific Northwest
with 20,000 employees, called upon Myra to help manage her hospital staffing issues. After
seeing Myra speak at a health conference, Jill became curious about Arena Analytics’ ability
to remove bias from the hiring process. Jill’s staff was stretched thin and grossly overworked.
Patient satisfaction declined, as did quality of care. The hospital’s traditional hiring criteria
created a workplace where every member had similar credentials. Hiring managers focused
on experience, pedigree, and behavioral assessments. Jill sought Arena Analytics’ help in
resetting the “profile” they traditionally used to hire.

Arena Analytics had two aims: (1) increase applicant flow and (2) stabilize the workforce
by reducing turnover. Through their partnership with Arena Analytics, Jill’s health system
was able to identify individuals who were likely to thrive in their organization. Many of these
viable candidates would have been beneath consideration under the previous, traditional
hiring methods. With Arena Analytics’ help, the hospital increased applicant flow by more
than 20 percent, making it possible for the health system to fill its open positions and
improve the quality of care for the communities it serves.

In addition, by discarding the antiquated “profile” of an ideal candidate, community
members who never considered a career in healthcare entered the profession, embarking on a
trajectory that enables economic mobility for themselves and their families. Through Arena
Analytics’ platform, 16 percent of applicants were hired for a job they did not originally
apply for, and applicants submitted 18 percent more applications than through traditional
means. These are both measures of the opportunities the new hiring system has created.



The financial impact of this work has been equally significant. The health system filled
many positions, including new hires in direct patient care, customer service, the lab,
transportation, and others. Turnover dropped by 35 percent, saving the organization more
than $20 million annually. More than that, using Arena Analytics’ platform enabled
fundamental changes to the health system’s structure to sustain these benefits in the future.

These advanced, Al-driven tactics spot and stop unconscious bias from influencing hiring
decisions. They have proven to be a viable mechanism for reducing the perpetuation of like-
seeking-like, where homogenous hiring teams favor homogenous applicants, and
homogenous leadership chooses homogenous employees for internal advancement. Wide
implementation of this technology has the potential to bolster socioeconomic mobility.

As the job market continues to evolve, the ability to hire for skills will become
increasingly important for organizations looking to stay competitive, adapt to changing
circumstances, and create a culture where all members of the organization can win.

Process of Change: Six Steps to Rethinking Credentials

Prepare

1. Identify opportunities to center employee voice:

* Conduct surveys and interviews to engage current employees and
gather insights on the essential skills required for success in their
roles.

* Organiz