Michael Stallard is president of E Pluribus Partners, a consulting firm that works with company leadership to help them create more committed employees and happier customers. He argues that having disinterested employees costs the American economy $300 billion a year in lost productivity. He spent years as a top marketing executive at Morgan Stanley and Charles Schwab prior to starting his own firm. His book Fired Up or Burned Out aims to help companies improve their productivity by creating what he calls ‘connection cultures.’ Stallard spoke with Diamond contributor Michael Fitzgerald

Diamond.  You talk about a “connection culture.”  What is that?

Stallard: So on one end of the continuum, there are cultures that are dog-eat-dog, it’s every person for themselves.  At the other end is a connection culture, where there’s a high degree of trust, cooperation, and affection for one another.  People want to help each other achieve their potential and help the team.  They’re willing to sacrifice the “me” for the “we,” as the basketball coach Phil Jackson describes it.

Diamond:
How hard is it for the companies that you work with to actually change and create this connection culture you talk about?

Stallard:
Well, it rises and falls with two things. One is the selection of leaders who are able to do this, people who are capable of being intentional connectors. The other thing that can be done to facilitate the creation of connection cultures is just a focus on the idea, and training to help people understand how important it is and disseminate best practices, such as knowledge flow sessions that keep people informed and give them a voice. 

Diamond:
What does a connected company look like? 

Stallard:
A company that has a connection culture is one where they have an inspiring identity, first of all.  People are motivated by the mission or they’re united by the values, and they feel a strong sense of pride when it comes to the reputation of the organization.  So, their personal identity is boosted by the identity of the organization.  They’re proud to be a part of it. 

The second factor is that everyone in the organization appreciates their colleagues’ positive unique contributions, and they help each other achieve their potential.  Third is knowledge flow, where a company has a culture where people seek the ideas of others intentionally, they share their ideas and opinions honestly, a safe environment is created to do that. On a day-to-day basis most organizations are not good at this. 

Diamond:
Is it easier to be a connected company if you’re a small company?

Stallard:
Yes, because social capital tends to break down after the size of a group exceeds 150 individuals. It’s easier to embrace a connection culture in the workplace if it exists to a higher degree in society at large, like in America, Japan, and Great Britain and Canada.

Diamond:
You create something you call the “Character-Connection-Thrive Chain.”  You highlight what you call Universal Character Strengths, like having optimism or kindness or humility.  But it’s hard to say how people's character will reveal itself in times of stress or duress, is it not?

Stallard.  Times inevitably arise in every organization’s life where they’re facing difficulties. That’s the stress test of an organization’s character and its degree of connection. Organizations that have a strong connection culture are more resilient. People stick together, they’re more cooperative.  The dog-eat-dog cultures that have a high degree of disconnection and low character, they tear each other apart.  And it’s no wonder that so few large organizations have survived for more than 100 years.  It’s because those inevitable times when organizations are tested by challenges of this sort, they don’t have the organizational character or connection to stay together and endure through the storm.

Diamond:
If a firm has week corporate character does it make it vulnerable to acquisition?

Stallard:
It does. Over the long haul, the organization is not going to compete well or thrive because the individuals in the organization are not thriving, and so it is going to be more vulnerable to acquisition. These things tend to play out over longer cycles. There were a lot of talented people at Enron, but its character and a degree connection among the employees was questionable. That really had an influence on its ultimate survival.

It may take decades to play out, but the next step in the evolution of organizations is increasing awareness of these soft factors and how to create connections and help people thrive.

Diamond: You say that three-quarters of the American workforce are probably dissatisfied with their jobs. Do the CEOs you work with agree?

Stallard:
It’s a mix. Oftentimes, people in the C-suite are isolated from the rest of the employees.  When they’re around the other employees, they see smiles. They’re not in environments that are safe for people to express their true views about what their work life is like on a day-to-day basis. And that leads to this misperception of reality.  

Diamond: The U.S. economy is really pretty productive.  And what you seem to be arguing is that we haven’t even begun to tap into the productivity that we could have.

Stallard. There’s so much potential in that 80 percent of individuals in the middle, the core employees of an organization, to really play at the top of their game if the right social, economic, and political conditions are created in organizations so that they meet these human needs.  And that’s when that 80 percent will thrive and we’ll see a huge boost in productivity and innovation in those organizations and across an entire country’s economic sector.

