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“This book is packed with lessons for every manager who aspires to attract and
motivate talented people and build a great organization. Russo is able to ground the
best conceptual ideas in the wisdom of his own deep experience and share it all in
an easy-going conversational style.” 

—M. Diane Burton, Associate Professor of Management,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology

“David Russo has spent a lifetime observing employees and organizations. His
down-to-earth admonitions may at first blush seem obvious; however, they are
pearls of wisdom. Leaders of big and small organizations would do well to heed his
counsel and treat their people as if they were volunteers—as if every employee can
indeed make a difference.”

—Thomas J. DeLong, Harvard Business School, Philip J. Stomberg Professor of
Management Practice and co-author of When Professionals Have to Lead:

A New Model for High Performance (Harvard Business School Press, 2007)

“Passionate and dedicated workplaces of talented employees are within every
leader’s reach. David’s been there. He knows. And he gives it to you straight. Apply
his trademark, candid advice that you’ll find in this book, and you will start seeing
significant positive, profitable shifts in your company culture almost immediately. So
listen up!”

—Martha I. Finney, President and CEO, Engagement Journeys, LLC
and author of The Truth About Getting the Best From People

“David Russo is a thoughtful and reflective practitioner. His book, 17 Rules
Successful Companies Use to Attract and Keep Top Talent, should be read by top-
level executives, as well as human resources managers, if they want to know what
actually works with respect to the attraction and retention of talent. The practical
example Russo provides, which comes from his knowledge and experience, makes
this an extremely useful publication.”

—Fred K. Foulkes, Professor of Organizational Behavior, Director, Human
Resources Policy Institute, Boston University, School of Management

“This book is interesting, provocative, and deeply true. Russo’s advice points the
way for leaders to build and sustain high performance organizations. Beautifully
free of jargon and silver bullets, Russo wisely focuses on common sense and
consistent execution.”

—Cade Massey, Professor of Organizational Behavior, 
Yale University, School of Management

“Russo packages a career of experience and insight into a set of rules that will save
managers much heartache and a constant ‘comfort’ guide as they face a new people
issue for the first time.”

—Dallas Salisbury, President & CEO,
Employee Benefit Research Institute
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Alongside every fledging author there must be a 
special person who convinces him that he is much

smarter than he knows he really is. Thanks Marsha!



Few people you met along the way will remember
how smart you were, how much you accomplished, 

or even what you looked like, but everybody will
remember how you made them feel.

—Harry Dawley



Contents

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1

Rule #1: Understand Why Employees Come 
and Why They Stay  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .9

Rule #2: Play “Win-Win” with Your Employees 
(and Allow Them to Be All They Can 
Be for Self and Company) . . . . . . . . . . . . . .21

Rule #3: Cultivate Leadership, Not Management, 
and Know the Difference!  . . . . . . . . . . . . .33

Rule #4: Provide Ample and Appropriate 
Resources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .41

Rule #5: Demand Contribution; Be Worthy of
Receiving It  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .49

Rule #6: Applaud Effort; Reward Contribution  . . . .61

Rule #7: Cheerlead; The “Magic” of M&Ms  . . . . . .71

Rule #8: Build a Workplace on a Foundation 
of Respect  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .81

Rule #9: Cultivate the Risk-Trust Dynamic  . . . . . . .91

Rule #10: Make Room for Fun in the Workplace
(Nurture Lightheartedness/Levity)  . . . . .101

Rule #11: Create Opportunities for Employee
“Alignment” with Vision, Values, 
and Mission  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .109

Rule #12: Understand Human Capital  . . . . . . . . . . .119

Rule #13: Treat Employees as “Volunteers”  . . . . . . .129



Rule #14: Know Your Culture  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .139

Rule #15: Understand the Nature of Change 
and Prepare Your Employees to 
Embrace It . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .153

Rule #16: Cultivate Organizational Ethics; 
Demand and Reward Ethical Behavior  . .165

Rule #17: The Last and Overarching Rule: 
Tell the Truth! (and a Few Action 
Items to Grow On)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .177

Index  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .189

x 17 RULES SUCCESSFUL COMPANIES USE TO ATTRACT AND KEEP TOP TALENT



Foreword: Great Teams,
Great People, Great Leaders

I first met David Russo at a Jimmy V. charity golf event, in North 
Carolina. Jim Valvano, the charismatic basketball coach of North 
Carolina State, died of cancer 12 years ago, and the V Foundation,
which he founded before his death, raises funds for cancer research.
So, it wasn’t hard to pick out like-minded people at the charity event:
Everyone was there to help raise money for a worthy cause and in
memory of a great man. However, when I first met David, I immedi-
ately knew we would grow to be friends, and I sensed it after just a
few minutes of chatting and a couple holes of golf. Why? Well, I rec-
ognized that he was one of my tribe. We have roots in Pittsburgh. His
roots come from birth, and mine from a career that grew into a love
affair with the town and its people—beautiful, honest, rough-and-
tumble Pittsburgh. Plus, it turned out that we both shared a Catholic
heritage. Moreover, David is a lifelong Pittsburgh Steelers fan, and as
you might expect, I am kind of partial to that organization, having
played there for 11 years, before and after I went to Vietnam.

As I got to know David over the years, I found we also share
something else, and that is a clear understanding of what motivates
people, what makes teams gel, and how to sustain that motivation and
team spirit over a long period of time. The common understanding
we share is that standout organizations—whether they are great pro-
fessional sports teams (like our Steelers!) or great business organiza-
tions of almost any size—cannot be manufactured or concocted. A
still-wet-behind-the-ears NFL general manager or a freshly minted
MBA may think that greatness is formulaic, and that dream teams can
be assembled, like parts from a kit, by buying talent and tossing it on
the field. They may naively expect to win a Super Bowl, or capture a
dominant market share as a matter of course. You can no more expect
that level of instant performance from a team—even one comprised
of great players—than you can expect that from a business organiza-
tion that has paid top dollar for talent, yet lacks the mission, the



vision, and the goals articulated by great leadership. To put it another
way, you can no more conjure up or demand greatness from a team or
a business than you can train basset hounds to drive a minivan. From
my experience with the Steelers, David’s experience at SAS, and the
work we have both subsequently done as organizational and motiva-
tional consultants, one thing is abundantly clear: Great organizations
are crafted with patience, great care, and honesty. They emerge only
when great leadership articulates an honest and clear-eyed vision of a
meaningful and successful future. If you think I’m being too idealis-
tic, let me add that greatness is also about old-fashioned “play
through the pain” hard work, overcoming obstacles, and making team
members aware that they are part of something with potential for
greatness. Equally important, all players—on the field or at the
office—must know the role they play and understand exactly how
they can contribute to outstanding results.

We can push this comparison even further, and the similarities
hold true. Just as with an NFL team, where roles must be clear, so too
must roles be clear in business. You can’t have a general manager who
thinks he’s the coach, or the coach who thinks he’s an owner. Yet at
the same time, it has to be clear to each member of the organization
what his role is and—something that David really drives home in this
book—what part the individual performance contributes to team per-
formance and overall desired direction. It is crucial that every player
knows this on and off the field, whether it’s a special teams player who
is only out on the field three downs in a game, the defensive back who
must defend both run and pass, or the assembly line worker whose
quality assurance tests of product are the last line of defense against
the tarnishing of a company’s brand. When people see the role they
play—as we did as Steelers players with the likes of Jack Lambert,
Mean Joe Greene, L. C. Greenwood, Terry Bradshaw, Franco Harris,
and myself—you start to recognize that people are proud to be part of
the team, of contributing to something greater than themselves. You
find that they contribute what David calls that “illusive discretionary
effort” every single day, every single play…and not just at crunch
time. That’s what great leadership can bring forth in players in any
organizational setting.
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FOREWORD xiii

That said, I have come to discover in David and his writing, a kin-
dred spirit that understands how people should be valued, encour-
aged, and inspired. And that’s what this book is about and why I
agreed to write this foreword. So, in that vein, let me talk for a
moment about great teams and great companies. You see, in the busi-
ness world, because of well-executed plays, great runs, and record
returns, one company might put up great numbers in a single year,
and maybe even win the “Super Bowl” of their business sector—an
effort that leaves them at the top of the heap temporarily. But what
I’ve focused my energy on, and what this book focuses, is not the
company or the team that wins a “Super Bowl” now and then, but the
team or the company that establishes and sustains dynasties.

Look at the NFL clubs that have done this, the NFL clubs that
have had dominant runs: The Cowboys, the Forty Niners. The Pack-
ers of the 1960s. The Steelers of the 1970s, when we won four Super
Bowls in six years. Believe me, those great runs, those years of sus-
tained top performance, were no accident. The owners and general
managers of those now-famous clubs didn’t just toss a bunch of talent
onto a playing field and hope for the best. These so-called dynasties
were part of deliberate strategies, consistent leadership, and
entrenched belief systems. All the great leaders of the past—Vince
Lombardi, Bill Walsh, Chuck Noll—all these men were special in this
way: They looked at their talent, indentified and acquired players to
fill in the missing links, and then they created a vision for what these
players were capable of becoming. They motivated them to achieve
that, being careful to point out the importance of each role the indi-
vidual players assumed. I realize that some of these great coaches had
the advantage of team consistency before the dawn of free agency.
But the modern dynasties do not have that advantage. Indeed, the
players and the coaches both recognize that today, more than ever,
players are “volunteers”—just as David Russo rightly points out that
employees are volunteers in the workplace. In either setting, the clear
articulation of vision and goals is sometimes the only thing that holds
the talent together and crafts a team, and recognizing that is now
doubly important in the NFL and in the business world.



This book provides a road map to achieve what I have lived in the
NFL and what I have preached in my speaking career after the NFL.
It sets down the rules. But as you get to know David over the course
of this book, you’ll realize these rules were not dreamed up by some-
body high in a Skybox who hasn’t been grinding it out on the field of
play. David’s been in the trenches, and he’s worked with companies of
all sizes, from start-ups, to the largest software companies in the
world. So, in essence, I am here to vouch for his approach. I’ve seen it
work magic, and I’ve seen it achieve greatness, a success that anyone
is capable of, if they learn to become great leaders, and attend to the
rules that follow in these great chapters.

—Rocky Bleier
Renowned motivational speaker and former NFL star
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Introduction

I believe that I may know one of the first thoughts that came to your
mind when you glanced at the title of this book: Where’s this guy
been for the last 18 months? I don’t have to worry about getting and
retaining top talent because A) I really don’t need more staff right
now, and the streets are awash in talent; they’re all begging for work!
and B) even the talented and productive people I have are so happy
just to be employed, they will tough out everything short of a Banana
Republic Dictatorship to keep their jobs.

Well, that certainly is one appraisal of today’s employment 
market.

But it’s “received wisdom.”

And like most received wisdom, it’s dead wrong.

In most cases, today’s most capable and talented people are not
unemployed. Indeed, they are the ones who’ve held their jobs in the
downturn. Moreover, they are the ones that all companies are
depending on, and whom great companies have gone to great lengths
to retain. And an aggressive retention strategy, when followed in good
times and bad, is a historical pattern that great companies follow, par-
ticularly in tough economic times, to great effect. Indeed, great com-
panies don’t just wait out downturns, they take advantage of them to
position themselves for the inevitable recovery. (Inevitable? Yes, as
Warren Buffet recently said, and I’d be a fool to disagree: “It is hard
to ‘short’ the U.S. in the long term.”)

Now, don’t get me wrong. I am not a Pollyanna. Certainly, great
companies husband their resources in slow times. They flex in size to
respond to market conditions. They do pare the size of their workforces
to meet economic realities and make other moves to reduce costs and
control expenses. But they take advantage of slow and difficult times to
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shrewdly, prudently optimize processes and procedures, and secure the
services of the best people, so they are ready to leap forward at the first
sign of opportunity. There is continuing and overwhelming evidence
that great companies are undertaking these preemptive actions today.
Why? Well, for starters, it’s a strategy that has proved very successful
over the last 200 years or more. Moreover, attracting and retaining top
talent is a de rigueur part of any route to survival, and its benefits are
two-fold. First, obviously, you keep your key people (and retain all the
resources you have put into training them and their institutional knowl-
edge). But you also deprive your adversaries of the human resources
that they can use to arm themselves against you.

Are you really prepared to gamble on a strategy that funnels your
top people toward the exits and into the job market, knowing there’s a
high probability your competitor will pick them up, give them a laptop
and an Internet connection and say, “You have but one job, my son.
Use your unique knowledge to crush your previous employer.” Believe
me, there are many rusted, burnout hulks of companies along the road
that didn’t believe in the “people” part of the success equation, made
that gamble...and lost.

In another respect, the recession has likely done a big favor to
great companies. It has thinned the herd of competitors whose vital-
ity was based on the crest of the wave of a powerful economy’s
demand for goods and services, and their availability in that seller’s
market. That culling process was hard to do during the “boom,”
because there was so much business to absorb. We have all heard
over and over that in good times the simple fact of a company’s
availability counted as much as their ability when companies
shopped for vendors. You also know as well as I what these “also-ran”
companies” look like and how they operate: They pay no attention to
sound business fundamentals—whether it was debt, cash reserves,
cost controls, the quality and appropriateness of hires or employee
retention—as they work to achieve a “sugar high” that makes a couple
founders and maybe some top sales guys briefly rich. Well, the cur-
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rent recession has created an acid test for them, and it has threatened
their ability to survive. In many cases, it has already flushed the weak
and poorly run companies out of the market...and out of your hair.
(Survivors don’t question the hard-heartedness of evolution; they
breathe a deep sigh of relief and resignedly say, Well, survival of the
fittest is a constant, and who’s to argue with the course of nature!?)
Given the market conditions that have set the newest paradigm in
motion, companies that survive the recession can emerge with an
overwhelming competitive advantage, if they paid attention to busi-
ness fundamentals, which invariably include attracting and retaining,
with appropriate investment, the right people.

If you are looking for evidence of this, consider the value, stock
prices, and sustainability of companies that have shown a commit-
ment to the people in the workforce through prescribed leadership
and management behavior. Apple, Merck, Rubbermaid, SAS, and
Southwest Airlines are shining examples of companies that survive
tough times and come out the other end of the storms as dominant
players with astounding competitive advantage.

Do you honestly think that these companies and others like them
treated their top talent with disdain over the last two years? Or
assumed that all the best people would stay simply because the job
market tanked? Or behaved as though the economic catastrophe we
have known over the last two years would last forever? If so, you have
a fatal misperception of how companies work and what makes them
valuable over time.

Indeed, these companies have recognized that there is always a
market for talent. And just like a good real estate magnate who retains
his legacy holdings during a recession, as he snaps up property to
emerge twice as big and twice as strong after a downturn, these com-
panies—when rich in foresight—snap up and secure talent to prepare
to dominate.
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The only remaining question is this: Will you dominate...or will
you be the victim of companies far better prepared than you who mis-
perceived the recession as a general buyers’ market for talent?

Your choice.

But let me tell you something, you better not have it wrong,
fatally wrong.

There is old business adage and quotation, originated by Dale
Carnegie, we all know: “When fate gives you a lemon, make lemon-
ade”. Now I know some of you reading are saying, This Russo fellow
is in an ivory tower somewhere, and I’m battling it out in the streets
where different rules apply. I didn’t just get a lemon or two in this
recession...I got lemons, delivered free, by the metric ton!

Fact is, I am not in an ivory tower; I’m a businessman who has
firsthand experience with the behaviors of some truly great compa-
nies, and who—sticking to the principles in this book—has advised
others on the benefits of proactive retention strategies. So I do
understand the urge to panic. In fact, I embrace it.

Embrace panic?

Yes, and I do so with this quote from Thomas Paine’s The Crisis in
mind: “Panics, in some cases, have their uses; they produce as much
good as hurt. Their duration is always short; the mind soon grows
through them and acquires a firmer habit than before. But their pecu-
liar advantage is, that they are the touchstones of sincerity and
hypocrisy, and bring things and men to light, which might have lain
forever undiscovered.”

In an economic sense, without the presence of “panic,” it is less
likely that the unworthy businesses are exposed, and the great compa-
nies are able to distinguish and separate themselves.

Now that’s lemonade!



INTRODUCTION 5

So, how does this attracting and retention strategy work in the
“real world,” in which organizations struggle to remain viable and sig-
nificant in spite of problems, circumstantial or self-inflicted?

The writer of the Preface to this book is Robert “Rocky” Bleier.
Rocky is a former, renowned National Football League running back
for the Pittsburgh Steelers and the winner of four Super Bowl rings.
What makes his willingness to do the introduction so special to me is
not the fame that came with his football successes, his heroic effort in
the service of his country, or that I can call him a friend. Instead, it’s
the relationship of Rocky’s personal story, which is told in his own
book, Fighting Back, to the story of a business that survived years of
difficulty, lack of success, and subpar performance and evolved into
an envied sports and entertainment franchise.

In the 38 seasons from 1933 through 1971, the Pittsburgh Steel-
ers of the National Football League built an awful record of only 172
wins, 271 losses, and 18 ties. In all that time they had only 8 winning
seasons and had never played for a championship, coming close only
once—in 1936. Talk about a business that was deep in recession! But
wait. In the 37 seasons since 1971, the Steelers have appeared in the
NFL playoffs 25 times, have won 19 Division titles, 7 Conference
championships, and a record 6 Super Bowl Championships.

The Pittsburgh Steelers are not the biggest nor do they have the
financial resources of other NFL teams, but they are largely a family
business that blossomed into greatness by embracing and investing in
a philosophy of treating employees as family within a strong but flexi-
ble business model, as the organization set clear goals, gave clear
direction, and mostly trusted in the talent it acquired to achieve suc-
cess. Since 1969 the Rooney family, owners of the Steelers, has had
only three head coaches for their team—Chuck Noll, Bill Cowher,
and Mike Tomlin. They have not micromanaged the coaches; the
coaches have, in turn, treated the players like adults, setting clear
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individual and team goals and high expectations for work, dedication,
and behavior.

So how did this family-owned business, with no history of suc-
cess, located in a blue-collar city with a struggling economy and a
shrinking population, turn it around? They did it by selecting talent
wisely, investing in that talent, modeling a philosophy and spirit of
commitment and caring, and trusting that talent to perform to
expectations. And while garnering success and being showered with
rewards and accolades, the management treated those talented
groups and individuals as if they truly mattered, were worthy adult
professionals, were important, and counted. Sometimes this care
was characterized with harsh realities of business and stark truthful-
ness, sometimes with tough love, but always with care and sensitiv-
ity to people. The Steelers didn’t become successful by
disregarding the sense and sensibilities of their people, but by rec-
ognizing that talent is both the most valuable and the most vulnera-
ble asset.

The example of the Pittsburgh Steelers is a microcosm of the
macrocosm of how successful organizations deal with the current
global economic tsunami and stand tall and strong when this stressor
is recent history. In tough times great companies and companies that
aspire to be truly great, built to last if you will, seek ways to build and
capitalize on competitive advantage. And they recognize that people
can and will be the greatest component of advantage.

I hope I’ve at least begun to convince you of the importance of
talent retention...in good times and bad. And if you have stuck with
this “Introduction” so far, I suspect you see the value of my approach.
Believe me, I’ve been around enough to see good times and bad, and
over the course of my years in business, it’s become clear to me that
the companies that are successful in building large groups of commit-
ted and loyal workers, the best companies, the admirable companies,
the companies with genuine esprit de corps, behave—in good times
and bad!— in different ways than other organizations when it comes



INTRODUCTION 7

to handling the people they hire. As I watched and learned, I’ve
recorded these behaviors and created tools, the “rules” referred to in
the title, which virtually guarantee that the efforts, minds, and hearts
of company’s employees are focused on the corporate mission and
challenged with producing outstanding results and competitive
advantage.

This book describes these rules, and they are rules that any
organization—large or small, high or low tech, public or private, for
profit or not for profit—can apply to its own infrastructure and
behavior pattern to cultivate a group of hard-working, productive,
caring, committed, aligned, and engaged employees.

I must warn you that the list is long. Some rules are so logical and
easy to apply that they might seem almost too simple to be of real
value. Others are difficult to apply and take a major and sustained
effort to incorporate—and positive outcomes take time to surface. All
require serious commitment and the absence of “back sliding” to
make a difference.

But, breathe easy, my friends, because here’s something else I’ve
learned from my interactions with stellar organizations that apply the
rules scrupulously. To wit, although you must have an understanding
and philosophical appreciation of all the rules, it is not necessary to
apply every one of them, like following a recipe, to build a workplace
that attracts and retains the best and most productive talent. Some
rules are more easily adopted. Some provide more value to one
organization than to another. Some require reallocating of resources;
some are as simple as listening and being available. By and large, the
ingestion of a “rules adoption cocktail” from what is advised in several
of the chapters will go a long way to producing those committed
employees. It can give your organization a running start; but remem-
ber, this is not a sprint—It’s a marathon! Are you ready to run with the
leaders? If so, join me, and those great companies, and turn the page.

—DFR
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Understand Why Employees 
Come and Why They Stay

Check the calendar. The epoch of indentured servitude is long
gone (as much as some executives I know want to bring it back!).
Today, even in the midst of a historic economic downturn, your
employees are not conscripts or servants. They are most likely volun-
teers. As much as you think your employees need you, that they are
dependent on you, let’s face it; the reverse is true. You are highly
dependent on them for your success, your life style, and your living—
now and into the future.

Oh, sure you can replace them, one after another, over a period of
time, but you’ll go broke. Your organization will be in ruins. Why?
Well, some studies have shown that the cost to replace, retrain, and
reintegrate a worker is more than one and a half times that lost
worker’s salary. Even then, as new employees come onboard, there
are the hidden costs and intangible losses to your company from the
rupture in cultural continuity and the transfer of institutional knowl-
edge. (I beg you to keep this in mind, even as the national unemploy-
ment figure flutters near or into double digits.)

Is the picture starting to come into focus?

Let me put it another way. Your organization has assets, correct?
Computers, source codes, real estate, equipment, customer lists, a
valuable brand, and maybe even some cash. But do you know what
the cumulative value of all those items is? Around 10 percent of your

1
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company’s value. Max. That’s because every day, at closing time, 90
percent of your assets walk out the door. Every day. And with luck,
every morning, they volunteer to come back to work. Oh sure, in a
short-term analysis, a few of your employees may say they are bound
to you. They live paycheck to paycheck. They have mortgage pay-
ments due; they need the medical insurance; and they know they’d
have a hard time finding other work. But how long do you think good,
talented people stick around at places that treat them like draftees?
Not long.

How do you keep them coming back? How do you keep good peo-
ple from leaving, costing you one and a half times their salaries, and
volunteering for your competitor’s team? Well, what I am about to say
may sound too simple to be important, too common to be common
sense: You engage them. You engage them with a culture that boldly,
publicly recognizes their value and binds their spirit to your company.
And you have to work at it just as hard in bad times as in good times.

Let me take that up a notch, at the risk of sounding high-minded
or theoretical. A culture of engagement inculcates and socializes your
employees with a sense of—and reason for—genuine commitment to
the organization. A culture of engagement also inspires individuals
with a bias for action on the organization’s behalf and pride. Yes,
pride. I hope it is not news to you that a culture of engagement is
important to the bottom line (and top line) of your company, because
it is increasingly obvious that this is true, and authoritative surveys
and studies affirm this again and again. Frankly, the stumbling block
is to not recognize the importance of a caring, committed workforce
to current and future success and competitive advantage. And the
challenge is to determine the best ways to put the leadership behav-
iors and corporate infrastructure in place that enable that people-
focused culture to emerge.

Note that I use the word emerge, because a culture of engage-
ment cannot be imposed or implemented by edict or force of execu-
tive will. It is not a policy you write down on company handouts, like
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a vacation policy or instructions on how to fill out an expense report.
But when it is place, and properly supported by the organization’s
leadership, it can and will bring forth the elusive quality called
employee discretionary effort. Employees will offer that discretionary
effort only when the aspirations of the organization and those of the
employee are so in sync, aligned, that the employee—of his or her
own initiative— takes great pride in going the extra mile and adding
that extra dash of creativity and professionalism to achieve a profes-
sional goal that, lo and behold, builds the organization’s wealth or dra-
matically advances its goals, as the employee learns, grows, and
prospers.

Later in this chapter, I cite an example that highlights the benefi-
cial economics of a culture of engagement. But for now, let’s look at
some steps you can take to establish a culture of engagement. The first
step is for the executive leadership in the managers and leaders to rec-
ognize why their employees come to work. (Hint: Contrary to popular
belief, it’s not just about the money.) If you don’t understand why peo-
ple show up, why they volunteer at your workplace day after day, you
miss an opportunity to attract people for why they really show up. It’s
no mystery. Here, too, research and valid polling data give us the same
answer over and over again. First, people have a natural and inherent
desire to make a contribution; to be a part of something larger than
themselves, something of significance. Second, they want to do some-
thing that is worthwhile and notable; something they can be proud
of—attach their names to. Third, they want to be recognized for their
efforts and for the results. And fourth, they want all this to happen in
an environment worthy of their efforts—a place that is respected and
respectable.

See money on that list? No, it’s not there.

Surprised?

Well, money is on the full list, but it’s slotted into a subordinate
position a little farther down. Make no mistake, people want to be
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compensated fairly for their work. But money is by no means the
leading motivator for most of the talented, good people in today’s
workforce.

So, what brings people to work and keeps them there? It is a
chance to do what they have been educated and trained to do at the
highest level of success possible. Where they can grow and achieve,
produce exemplary results, be recognized as worthy and special, and
do it with others with similar talent, spirit, and professionalism for an
entity that respects them and is worthy of high regard.

From Indentured Servants to Labor
Unions: A History of Employer-Employee
Relations

I know what you may be asking at this point: If research shows
that the benefits of a culture of engagement are so beneficial to the
top line, the bottom line, and the employees’ well-being, then why
haven’t most companies implemented these policies? And why is it
that in difficult business environments, nefarious companies use the
economic downturn as an excuse to treat their employees worse?

Good questions, but they can be asked more productively at the
causal level in this way: How have employers’ relationships with their
employees drifted into adversarial, and at time distrustful, circum-
stances? And how have those poor relations and lack of trust been
embedded into policies and organizational design counter to the
proper way to run a business? To answer that, take a brief look at the
history of employer-employee relations.

It wasn’t that long ago that the labor force migrated from an
agrarian setting, in which most people worked outside of the cities in
smaller groups, to an industrial urban setting. In industrial settings,
jobs were centralized in factories, which were often situated in cities.
At the risk of over oversimplifying a movement that took decades,
even centuries, to act out, the golden rule that dictated employer-
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employee relations was this: He who had the gold made the rules.
Typically in agrarian settings, people treated each other with a mod-
icum of humanity, in which they shared risk, reward, responsibility
and accountability. The industrial era disrupted that person-to-per-
son dynamic. The main reasons were that employers had more than
an ample supply of workers, and the tacit agreement to share
between workers and employers wasn’t actually very tacit after all,
because employers dictated who worked, when they worked, and
even if they worked. The employees had no power largely because
they were interchangeable and could be summarily dismissed and
replaced, at no actual cost to the employer.

Workers were not necessarily viewed or appreciated as persons
and instead were valued largely for the capability of their production
output. With replacement workers abundant, the workers needed,
and deserved, no nurturing. They were de facto servants, bound by
their need for work and by professional immobility. This historical
context brings to mind Douglas McGregor’s Theory X Management
principle, which says people need to be controlled, pushed, and
supervised by some management entity because unless that happens,
workers won’t produce. You need to threaten or entice workers to
achieve production goals. As adversarial, counterproductive, and con-
frontational as the practice sounds today, it was a management style
accepted as logical and brilliant for many years and still finds propo-
nents in today’s workplace.

Some cultural remnants of this type of employer-employee rela-
tionship were still in vogue as the way to succeed in business in the U.S.
as late as the 1970s and 1980s. That’s when organizations began to
downsize, or “right size,” as they reengineered themselves in response
to activist shareholders’ demands for higher levels of productivity, the
push to maximize stakeholders’ returns, and the scramble to conserve
capital. Accompanying these changes in corporate structure was a
change in the employer’s perspective on people in the workplace.
Until that time, organizational leadership often managed, pushed, and
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supervised the workers using Theory X Management. But as short-
sighted as that was, it wasn’t as harsh as it at first sounds, because along
with the Theory X style came an implied social contract between
employers and workers. It “promised” that if employees joined an
organization, supported it with their labor, showed enduring loyalty,
and parroted the company’s mission as their own, the company prom-
ised virtual lifelong employment, a living wage with periodic increases,
welfare benefits, time off for leisure, advancement opportunities, and a
guaranteed post-retirement benefit. Baby boomers in the workplace
bought wholesale into this arrangement. They were the children of the
Depression and knew full well the value of long-term employment,
supportive healthcare benefits, and guaranteed retirement income.

But in the 1970s and 1980s, organizations began to discover that
this social contract was expensive. They realized that organizations
could be consolidated, divested, and joined with others through
acquisition that could deliver more bang for the buck and higher
shareholder value. The ultimate result of this realization was that the
social contract didn’t just weaken, it disintegrated. Highly visible lay-
offs occurred. What looked like cold-hearted directors of mergers
and acquisitions (M&A) activity swept in and—without regard for
loyalty or employees’ work records—wiped out thousands of jobs and
a great deal of good will. If you can sympathize with the shock and
humiliation suffered by many of these workers, you can imagine the
effect this treatment had on the families and especially the children
of these workers who saw their parents golden years turned to brass.

What were the children of these workers doing? Well, these chil-
dren of the baby boomers (many of them baby boomers themselves if
they were born before 1964) were in the process of entering the work-
force. If they were paying any attention to what happened to their par-
ents, these children were sorely affected by these corporate decisions,
and they were disillusioned. Moreover, many of them were deter-
mined to engage their future employers with a different kind of social
contract, one that would give the worker more freedom and mobility.
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The new social contract that came into being was much more circum-
spect, from both sides of the equation. Employers would never again
offer the promise of lifelong work, nor incur the costs of that promise,
but the “new breed” employees demanded access to resources, learn-
ing, and skills—acquired at the employer’s expense—that were ulti-
mately portable, in case the employees were either scuttled by the
company or just decided to move on. This new breed of employees
learned the lesson of the abandoned social contract very well.

Although the decreasing numbers of available skilled workers
gave employers an incentive to train and keep employees (because
they recognized the approaching struggle and costs to find and hire
replacements), the employees’ incentives to stay became more per-
sonal. Knowing that their employers were fully capable of cutting
them loose at any time, in the interests of a few cents a share, these
workers ran away from their part of the old social contract. They
eschewed loyalty and dependence and readily replaced those with
skills resting somewhere between feeling captured on one hand and
blind loyalty on the other. They no longer felt captured because they
were acquiring portable skills, and with a few job options in their back
pockets, so to speak, they could take or leave a job. They were no
longer capable of blind loyalty because they saw how their loyal par-
ents had been treated poorly. Perhaps the most important employer-
employee dynamic to emerge as a result of this tectonic shift in
perspectives was that employees started examining exactly why they
should stay anywhere, and employers started to examine what they
could do to keep them.

Let’s look at an analogy to understand this better because I recog-
nize that it seems counter-intuitive. After all, I seem to be saying that
employers should be training their employees for better jobs else-
where. So, here goes. Do you know the difference between a
defined-benefit pension and a defined-contribution pension?
The defined-benefit pension promises what the pension will pay out,
whereas the defined-contribution pension promises only what the
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employer will put in. A defined-contribution pension shifts the long-
term onus from the employer to the employee because they are
responsible for managing that pension for their own benefit.

Now, with that concept in mind, think of a new social contract
between employers and their employees, one that has shifted the
responsibility of lifelong employment from the employer to the
employee, by simply defining what the organization is contributing to
that employee in terms of training, tools, skills, and opportunity. The
organization says that it is preparing the employee for lifelong
employment but there are no guarantees—no defined payouts—for
that employment. It’s the employees’ responsibility to nurture their
own educational advancement and careers. Still, the employer has
the onus of making the workplace a place where employees can make
a contribution, do something worthwhile, work in an environment
worthy of their efforts, and be recognized for what they do.

There is no doubt that this has shifted the power from the
employer to the employee in many respects. but both sides of the
equation have seen benefits. Employers have a heightened sense of
how valuable employees are, and they see more clearly the benefit of
investing in them, as they optimize the employee’s productivity and
create more profitable companies. Employees may have a little less
trepidation about being laid off, because they have mobility with their
skills and training, but—selfish as this may seem at first—they are
always looking to the employer to help them get better at their jobs. If
the employer can provide that training, and provide an engaged
workforce that keeps employees happy, then everyone benefits, as the
goals of the employer and employees are aligned. The employees’
goals of wealth-building are in sync with the organization’s, and with
their goals in alignment, and the employees are naturally motivated to
contribute their discretionary effort, creativity, and professionalism to
advancement these shared goals.

A second piece of this employer-employee dynamic has to do
with demographics. Baby boomers, the people born between 1946
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and 1964, were the largest single group of people to enter into the
workforce in American history. As they leave the workforce in the
next 15 to 20 years, fewer people will replace them. In the harsh light
of supply and demand—understanding that the situation won’t last
forever, and is actually just a blip—employers will have no choice but
to engage employees, if they want to draw good people. Whereas
baby boomers didn’t have many choices, the children of baby
boomers will.

They are less likely to “drink the Kool-Aid,” so to speak, and they
will be averse to working for a company that won’t train them, give
them tools to success, provide a great workplace, and recognize them
for what they do.

Why People Work

Let’s briefly revisit the reasons why people work. If you look at
Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs, one of the strongest needs is to
be secure. But feeling secure isn’t always just about money, because
security can be expansively defined to include other things, such as
safety and trust. So, first, accept that independence and the culture of
volunteerism that is the natural result of demographics and the
changing nature of contemporary employer-employer relations. Note
that security can be a residual effect, a natural consequence of today’s
employer-employer dynamic. With security assured, people naturally
look to the next level of hierarchy of human needs, relationships.
Employee want a place to work in which their contribution and work-
place relationships are socially acceptable; a workplace in which
employees are proud to talk about with their friends; a place that
enables them to walk through life with their heads held high. With
that assurance, the employee looks even farther down the list of
Maslow’s hierarchy: the need to be recognized. Security and the
desire to be employed someplace that garners respect are two needs
that are easy to understand. But just as universal and essential is the
need to be recognized.
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Figure 1.1

This is one reason why Bill Gates still works, why Warren Buffet
and Steve Jobs come to work. There is just no denying the impor-
tance of ego and no shame in acknowledging that it is basic human
need to want some strokes now and then. No matter how wealthy you
are, you want to be recognized for what you have contributed, and if
you can offer that in a workplace where employees feel secure and
are proud to work, then you are well on your way to engaging employ-
ees and eliciting from them that thing that they give only to people
and organizations that treat them with respect and value their contri-
bution: extraordinary effort.

Because we are working through Maslow’s hierarchy of human
needs, let’s look farther down the list. We have covered security, and
the need to be recognized. Next, you can’t ignore the importance of
relationships and the role that relationships play when building a
sense of workplace camaraderie. Please don’t dismiss workplace
camaraderie as unimportant or frivolous, because camaraderie isn’t
about wasting time in the lunchroom or hanging around the water
cooler talking about golf or sports. It is a major contributor to why
people come to work. Fostering camaraderie is ultimately about pro-
ductivity, and its importance has been heightened in the workplace
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only by the changing the nature of the family, especially since the end
of World War II.

How has the changing dynamic of the American family affected
workplace camaraderie? Believe me, it is less of a stretch than you
think. Here’s why. When I grew up, I was no more than a 5-iron shot
from the homes of my nearest relatives, and we gathered often. Every
Sunday, the entire family sat down and ate together. My grandparents,
my aunts and my uncles, we all sat down on a weekly basis. In Amer-
ica today, other than the people who live under your roof, on average,
Americans live more than 120 miles away from their closest relative.
The nuclear family is no longer the central social unit of American
life. Yet the breakdown of the nuclear family hasn’t changed that
humans are social beings. So, the family needs to be replaced with
something, some social unit. And that social unit is the workplace.
People come to work to be at their social club—it’s not a party club
but a social club, a place for quality human interaction among people
they know and trust. If that social club is supportive, allows people to
trust one another, and has high camaraderie, that’s not only what
draws people to come to work each day, it’s what makes them stay. So,
when designing corporate infrastructure whose aim is to create a cul-
ture of engagement, it’s imperative that you recognize the core posi-
tion played by the work social club. Ignore it at your own peril.

I hope by now you can see the interrelated nature of the core ele-
ments and core requirements for engaging a workforce. Employees
want to make a contribution while doing something worthwhile. They
want to do this in a place worthy of their efforts. They want to be rec-
ognized for what they do, they want to work in a place with high
camaraderie, and they want to work in a place where there is a high
level of trust and respect. We haven’t covered trust and respect yet, so
let’s close this chapter by focusing on them. Although these are the
last items covered in this chapter about why employees come to work
and why they stay, trust and respect are no less important than the
previously introduced concepts



20 17 RULES SUCCESSFUL COMPANIES USE TO ATTRACT AND KEEP TOP TALENT

A core element of what makes employees stay at a job—and
remember that all your employees are volunteers—is their trust in
the organization and the respect the organization expresses to the
employees (or that the organization helps engender from coworkers).
This social exchange isn’t difficult to grasp; I am sure you have expe-
rienced it in other areas of your life. If the organization believes in the
employees and trusts them to do good work—and expresses that trust
through the investment in career development, training, advance-
ment opportunity, and availability to resources—surprise! The
employees take that seriously and return the favor by trusting the
organization. The employees allow the organization to make the deci-
sions to propel the business forward; they also trust that the organiza-
tion has the best interests of the employees in mind with every
decision. With that trust, there is less cynicism because the goals of
the organization and the goals of the employees are in sync. The more
the organization succeeds, the more the employees succeed. It’s a
self-feeding cycle that accelerates and becomes more effective when
more people commit to it from both sides of the equation.
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