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THIS CHARACTERISTIC COULD 

MAKE YOUR EMPLOYEES 136% 

HAPPIER WITH THEIR CAREERS 

Do you truly believe that you will succeed if only you work hard 

enough? Or do you feel like circumstances outside your control 

could derail your plans and prevent you from being successful? 

The concept at play here is called locus of control. People with a 

high internal locus of control believe that they control their own 

success or failure; that success or failure is not the result of chance 

or fate. By contrast, having a low internal locus of control (also 

known as having an “external” locus of control) would mean that 

one attributes success or failure to factors outside of their control.  

Let’s imagine that we lost out on a 

promotion. Someone with an internal 

locus of control might acknowledge 

that they didn’t network well enough 

prior to applying and resolve to spend 

more time meeting with the company’s 

executives. By contrast, someone with 

a low internal locus of control might 

blame office politics, ruminate or no 

longer apply for promotions. 

In the new study Employee Engagement Is Less Dependent On 

Managers Than You Think, 11,308 employees were surveyed about 

their inspiration at work and feelings about their career. The study 

revealed that having certain mindsets, like an internal locus of 

control, can increase engagement and happiness at work even 

more than working for a great manager. 

People with a 

high internal 

locus of control 

believe that they 

control their 

own success or 

failure. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/internal-locus-of-control-definition-and-research
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/employee-engagement-is-less-dependent-on-managers-than-you-think
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/employee-engagement-is-less-dependent-on-managers-than-you-think
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Unfortunately, based on that study we know that only 17% of 

people have a high internal locus on control, while about 29% of 

people have low or moderately low internal locus of control. This 

matters because people with a high internal locus of control are 

far happier with their career. 

We asked people to rate how happy they are with where their 

career is right now (on a scale ranging from zero to six). As you 

can see in the chart below, people with a low internal locus of 

control rated that question 1.85 but those with a high internal 

locus of control scored a 4.37. In other words, people with a high 

internal locus of control are 136% happier with their career. 

 

Locus of control is one of the 18 outlooks that have been shown to 

dramatically increase career satisfaction, inspiration and 

employee engagement. And yes, you can develop a more internal 

locus of control. 

A Quick Exercise To Increase Your Internal Locus Of 

Control 

Begin by thinking about a current situation where you don't feel 

like you have a lot of control. Imagine that your organization has 

announced there's going to be a restructuring in two months and 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/these-18-outlooks-explain-why-some-employees-are-happy-at-work-and-others-are-miserable
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people are going to be assigned to all different divisions. We don't 

necessarily have a ton of control here. 

For your first step, make a list of the things that you don't control. 

For example, I don't control the timing of the change. I don't 

control what division I ultimately get assigned to. I don't control 

when the memo comes out making the announcement. 

Now, in step two, identify some aspects of this situation that you 

do control. And here's the catch; you have to come up with at least 

as many aspects you do control as you came up with in step one, 

the things that you don't control. 

I know that I don't control the timing of the restructuring or which 

division I get assigned to. But what do I have control over? Well, 

maybe I could make a suggestion as to which division I go into. 

Maybe I could look through the job postings. Maybe I could have a 

conversation with my boss. Maybe I could reach out to somebody 

in a different division and say, "Hey, could you put in a request to 

have me come work in your division?" 

There are going to be lots of things that 

I probably have some control over. 

Even though there are aspects of the 

situation that I don't control, there are 

probably going to be some aspects of 

the situation over which I do have some 

control. 

Step three, take those aspects over 

which you do have some control and 

think about what else could you do to further increase your 

control. One aspect of the situation I have control over is that I 

could reach out to one of my colleagues in a different division and 

say, "Hey, could you submit a request to have me come work in 

your division?" So, what else could I do to further increase my 

control? Well, maybe there's three other colleagues that I have 

There are going 

to be lots of 

things that I 

probably have 

some control 

over. 
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worked with on project teams over the past couple of years and I 

haven’t yet reached out to them and said, "Hey, do you have 

openings in your division? Could I come work over in your 

division?" 

Notice that I'm basically taking some 

proactive control over which division I 

ultimately end up in. Is this perfect? Is 

there a magical solution to this? No, but 

I am exerting a bit of control over my 

destiny here. And that’s the critical first 

step in developing a more internal locus 

of control. 

Having an internal locus of control 

won’t just improve your career satisfaction. Research has found 

that people with a high internal locus of control typically 

experience more career success, better health, less anxiety and 

lower stress. And in a world that often feels fully outside our 

control, working to develop a more internal locus of control can 

pay huge dividends in your overall sense of well-being. 

  

People with a 

high internal 

locus of control 

typically 

experience more 

career success. 
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THIS PSYCHOLOGICAL BIAS WILL 

STOP YOU PROCRASTINATING 

ON YOUR GOALS 

“I’ll start tomorrow.” Three words that are the death knell for 

goals. Because how many times have you said “tomorrow” but 

then, when tomorrow comes, there you are facing that same 

decision: start right now or postpone starting for one more day? 

And then one day becomes two, two days becomes three, and 

three days becomes years and your goal is never achieved. 

One of my studies, called "The Gender Gap and Goal-Setting," 

found that both men and women experienced high levels of 

procrastination (although women did experience more 

procrastination than men).  

We also found that feeling an intense 

sense of urgency to complete your goal 

(basically the opposite of procrastination) 

is strongly associated with goal success. 

People who feel a strong sense of urgency 

to achieve their goals are anywhere from 

1.3 to 1.4 times more likely to successfully 

accomplish their goals than people who 

don’t feel that urgency. 

Fortunately, there is a psychological bias, 

called the endowment effect, that can 

actually help you overcome 

procrastination. This bias basically says 

that people place a higher value on objects they own than they do 

on objects that they do not own. For example, let’s say you owned 

a plain red ceramic coffee mug and I wanted to buy it from you. 

People who feel 

strong urgency 

to achieve their 

goals are 1.3 to 

1.4 times more 

likely to 

successfully 

accomplish 

their goals 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/the-gender-gap-and-goal-setting-a-research-study
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There’s a good chance, following a number of actual experiments 

on this topic, you would say to me, “I won’t sell this mug of mine 

for less than 7 dollars.” However, if you went into a store to buy 

the same exact coffee mug, there’s a good chance you wouldn’t pay 

more than 3 dollars for it. How do you explain the discrepancy? 

The answer, as the endowment effect tells us, is that we 

value things that we own more than things we don’t own. 

One of my favorite experiments on this topic involved 

pizza. Researchers from the University of Iowa and the University 

of Rome in Italy wanted to see how the endowment effect 

impacted the purchase of pizza. College students in Iowa and Italy 

were given the task of building their own pizza by selecting from a 

menu of twelve pizza toppings. 

The students were divided into two 

groups: an Adding Condition or a 

Subtracting Condition.  

In the Adding Condition, subjects 

started with a description of a “basic” 

cheese pizza with no extra toppings 

and were asked to select from twelve 

additional choices like mushrooms, 

peppers, pineapple, pepperoni, etc. for 

fifty cents each.  

In the Subtracting Condition, subjects started with a “super” pizza 

that came with all twelve toppings and were told that the price of 

their pizza would be reduced by fifty cents for each topping they 

subtracted. Both groups were told that they should add or delete 

as many toppings as they wanted until they got their preferred 

pizza. 

The Subtracting Condition is kind of like taking ownership of the 

pizza. You’ve mentally pictured this pizza with all of its twelve 

toppings and, as far as your brain is concerned, that’s your pizza. 

The endowment 

effect tells us 

that we value 

things that we 

own more than 

things we don’t 

own. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40216481?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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If somebody tried to take any of those twelve toppings away, your 

brain would say, “Hey, those are my peppers, pepperoni and 

sausage; give them back!” Even if you don’t really love peppers or 

sausage, your brain is saying, “those are mine, I own them,” and 

thus you’re a lot less willing to let them go.  

But in the Adding Condition, all you really own is the basic cheese 

pizza. Those extra toppings are not mentally owned by your brain, 

you haven’t pictured them on your pizza yet, so you just don’t care 

nearly as much if they end up on your pizza or not. 

The experiment confirmed this thinking. In Iowa, students in the 

Adding Condition only ended up with 2.7 toppings on average. But 

the Subtracting Condition students, who mentally owned those 

toppings and thus were much less willing to give them up, 

averaged about 5.3 toppings. If you started with the “super” 

loaded pizza and had to subtract ingredients, you would spend 

about $1.29 more for your pizza than people who started with just 

a cheese pizza. 

So, what does the endowment 

effect mean for your goals? If you 

can vividly picture yourself having 

achieved your goal, so you make it 

come alive in your head, it’s a lot like 

the Subtracting Condition in the pizza 

experiment.  

If you take mental ownership of this 

goal in your mind’s eye--it’s yours, you 

own it--then in response to any activity that tries to steal that goal 

from you (whether it’s procrastination or something conflicting), 

your brain is going to say, “I want my goal, so stop doing that 

other thing that’s stealing time away from my goal and get 

moving!” 

When you have 

an incredibly 

vivid picture of 

your goal, your 

brain takes 

ownership of it. 
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When you have an incredibly vivid picture of your goal, your brain 

takes ownership of it; it wants it right here, right now. And, much 

like the pizza toppings, when your brain can touch, smell, feel and 

taste that goal in your mind, it will be willing to pay a steeper price 

to keep it. 

By using the endowment effect, you 

override a big problem with many of 

the anti-procrastination approaches 

out there in that they focus on making 

you visualize the steps to achieving the 

goal without clearly picturing the end 

state.  

But it’s the end state of a goal, what you 

stand to gain from that goal, that really 

harnesses this psychological bias and 

gives you the extra motivation to stop 

procrastinating and go achieve that 

goal, and that’s where you need to 

start. 

  

It’s the mental 

picture of the 

end-state of 

your goal that 

harnesses the 

Endowment 

Effect. 
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THIS PSYCHOLOGICAL TRICK 

WILL HELP YOU RELEASE ANGER 

AND RESENTMENT FASTER  

At some point, every one of us will get angry at work. Maybe our 

boss publicly criticized our work, a colleague bashed our cool idea 

in a meeting, or an employee ignored our instructions for the 

umpteenth time. Feeling some anger or resentment in those 

situations isn’t necessarily a bad thing, and it’s probably to be 

expected. But being unable to let go of that anger is a real 

problem. 

Research has shown that people who 

do well at forgiving others (i.e. letting 

go of their anger and resentment) 

typically experience fewer negative 

physical health symptoms, like 

disorders of the cardiovascular or 

immune system, and fewer negative 

mental health symptoms, like anger 

and depression. 

And it’s not just major issues where 

letting go of anger is 

important. Imagine, for example, you 

got criticized for that memo you just 

wrote. In the grand scheme of a career, it’s probably not the worst 

thing that we’re ever going to experience. But even there, some 

people struggle to move past the criticism, let go of their anger 

and resentment and forgive their boss. 

Tens of thousands have taken the online test “How Do You React 

To Constructive Criticism?” and we’ve learned that fewer than a 

Research has 

shown that 

people who do 

well at forgiving 

others typically 

experience 

fewer negative 

physical health 

symptoms. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/41783745-quiz-how-do-you-react-to-constructive-criticism
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/41783745-quiz-how-do-you-react-to-constructive-criticism
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quarter of people are really able to let go of their anger and start 

moving forward. But for those who can respond effectively to 

tough feedback, they’re 42% more likely to love their job. 

One of my studies, called "Employees Need More Resilience," 

asked more than 30,000 employees a question that’s a standard 

test of resilience: "When I really make a mistake, I immediately 

start looking for another chance to try again." We learned that 

while 27% of employees say they Always start looking for another 

chance to try again, 20% say they Rarely or Never do.  

And as you might expect, those who bounce back quickly from 

failure, rejection, getting criticized, etc. are significantly happier at 

work.  

Of course, letting go of anger and 

bouncing back from failure is easier 

said than done. But there’s a simple yet 

powerful technique to help you move 

past anger and resentment much more 

quickly. 

Typically, when we think about 

experiences that make us angry, we 

view the scene from a first-person 

perspective. We’re not a fly on the wall 

or watching ourselves from a distance; we’re immersed and 

imagining the scene just as we saw it the first time. 

If we’re replaying that time our boss publicly criticized our work, 

we often replay it in our minds as though we’re right back in that 

situation, watching the boss, seeing the faces of everyone else. 

However, when we replay conflicts like that in our head and 

radically change our visual perspective, it has a big impact on our 

mental state. It’s called self-distancing, and it’s a scientifically 

validated phenomenon. Several styles of psychological therapy use 

variations of self-distancing, from mindfulness-based cognitive 

Those who 

bounce back 

quickly from 

failure are 

significantly 

happier at 

work.  

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/41676033-data-employees-need-more-resilience
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therapy to dialectical behavior therapy to neuro-linguistic 

programming. 

Psychologists Özlem Ayduk and Ethan Kross (from UC Berkeley 

and University of Michigan, respectively) have conducted 

some powerful research on what happens when we instead replay 

those negative experiences from a self-distanced, third-person 

perspective (the video camera in the corner or the fly on the wall 

perspective). Instead of seeing through our own eyes and 

replaying that situation, we imagine how a video camera would 

have seen it, so we would be outside of our body watching both 

ourselves and our boss. 

In one such study, Ayduk and Kross asked subjects to recall a time 

when they were enraged by a conflict with a romantic partner or a 

close friend: preferably a conflict that’s unresolved and still highly 

upsetting. They then analyzed how people did their recalling. 

Some put themselves right in the moment with a first-person 

view.  

But others employed self-distancing; they recalled the conflict as 

though they were a fly on the wall, almost like an out-of-body 

experience in which they could see themselves interacting with the 

romantic partner or friend. 

And here’s where it gets interesting. 

People who employed self-distancing—

they imagined the situation from the 

perspective of a fly on the wall—felt much 

less intense emotional and physical 

reactions. They felt more closure. And 

their blood pressure rose less and 

returned to its normal rate more quickly. 

If you’re having difficulty moving past 

anger and resentment, replay the 

situation in your mind, but do it from the 

People who 

employed self-

distancing felt 

much less 

intense 

emotional and 

physical 

reactions. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20438226
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perspective of the video camera in the 

corner of the room or the fly on the 

wall. Don’t try to guess what the other 

person is “really” thinking or feeling. 

Limit yourself to the spoken words 

and observable actions.  

This simple trick of self-distancing 

can reduce harmful interpretations 

and feelings so you can let go of the 

anger and resentment, and move 

forward with achieving great career 

success. 

 

 

 

  

Replay the 

situation in 

your mind, but 

do it from the 

perspective of 

the video 

camera in the 

corner of the 

room or the fly 

on the wall. 
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SAYING THIS ONE SENTENCE 

CAN MAKE YOU 19% MORE 

LIKABLE 

What’s makes someone incredibly likable? The list is nearly 

endless (from physical attractiveness to optimizing personal space 

to finding commonalities and more). But one characteristic that is 

virtually guaranteed to make us likable is when others feel that we 

truly understand them. That can be as simple as uttering the 

sentence, “I can really put myself in your shoes.” And as you’re 

going to see, that sentence is actually backed by research. 

When someone feels like we truly 

understand their perspective, they tend 

to like us. Perspective-taking, as 

it’s technically known, generally 

shows up when we’re in 

conversation with another 

person. If we’re talking to a friend, 

colleague, boss, etc., and they feel like 

we have truly put ourselves in their 

shoes, they’re most likely going to like us. 

Now, I’m not talking about some bad caricature of active listening, 

where we nod vigorously and mindlessly grunt, "Uh-huh," "sure," 

"I see," and so on. Because that is not perspective-taking or 

listening empathetically. 

Perspective-taking is seeing the world, or a particular situation, 

from another person’s viewpoint. Atticus Finch, the moral guide 

and conscience in Harper Lee’s To Kill A Mockingbird, sets 

perspective-taking as a key life lesson for his daughter when he 

Memorize the 

sentence,  

“I can really put 

myself in your 

shoes.” 
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tells her, “You never really understand 

a person until you consider things 

from his point of view . . . until you 

climb into his skin and walk around in 

it.” George Herbert Mead, the great 

American philosopher called 

perspective-taking "the capacity to 

take the role of the other and to adopt 

alternative perspectives vis a vis 

oneself."  

And the legendary psychologist Carl 

Rogers said it’s to “perceive the 

internal frame of reference of another 

with accuracy, and with the emotional components and meanings 

which pertain thereto, as if one were the person, but without ever 

losing the 'as if' condition." 

Now, there are quite a few people who could use some help with 

perspective-taking. Across the thousands of people who’ve taken 

the free online test “Do You Know How To Listen With Empathy?” 

about a third of respondents failed pretty badly. And only about 

20% of people achieved perfect scores. So we’ve still got some 

room to grow. 

One of the most important studies on perspective-taking comes 

from a team of researchers at UCLA (including the well-known 

Noah Goldstein). They conducted six different experiments to 

assess what happens when a person feels like someone took their 

perspective. And, no surprise, every single experiment found that 

people feel great when someone takes their perspective.  

Several of the experiments didn’t even tell subjects that the other 

person was successful in taking their perspective (e.g., maybe they 

tried but failed to put themselves into our shoes). But it didn’t 

matter. As long as subjects believed that the other person made 

Perspective-

taking is "the 

capacity to take 

the role of the 

other and to 

adopt 

alternative 

perspectives vis 

a vis oneself." 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/quiz-do-you-know-how-to-listen-with-empathy
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24841098
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the effort to try, they experienced more liking, empathy and 

generosity towards the perspective taker. 

But after a few of those experiments, the researchers took it a step 

further. Subjects were asked to write an essay describing a time a 

boss had treated them unfairly.  

Believing that another person was reading their essay (it was 

really just the researchers), one group of subjects was told that the 

reader said, “I tried to take their perspective, but I just couldn’t 

put myself in their shoes.” The other group was told the reader 

said, “I tried to take their perspective, and I could really put 

myself in their shoes.”  

When people heard that the reader 

had successfully taken their 

perspective, they liked that person 

19% more. And they felt 78% more 

empathy towards them. 

If you’re wondering whether any of 

this led to tangible benefits, all 

subjects were told that they would be 

playing a game with the reader. They 

were informed that whoever won the 

game would be entered into a drawing 

to win money and that the person who 

went first in the game had the best 

chance of winning.  

The researchers then offered the 

subjects the choice of whether they 

wanted to go first (and be more likely 

to win money) or give up their turn to the reader (and be less 

likely to win money). The subjects who were told that the reader 

successfully took their perspective were 59% more likely to give up 

their turn (and cost themselves a better chance of winning 

When people 

heard that the 

reader had 

successfully 

taken their 

perspective, 

they liked that 

person 19% 

more. And they 

felt 78% more 

empathy 

towards them. 
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money)! And all because they believed that reader took their 

perspective. 

If you can take another person’s 

perspective—if you stand in their shoes 

and see the world through their eyes—

the odds of them liking you skyrocket. 

One final thought: One study, called 

“Why CEOs Get Fired,” found that the 

top executive often gets fired for issues 

unrelated to financial performance. In 

fact, we found that the top two reasons 

for CEO firings were "poor change 

management" and "ignoring 

customers." And both of those issues are almost entirely exercises 

in perspective-taking. So this isn’t some touchy-feely topic with no 

practical application to real-life. Perspective-taking is a big key to 

executive success. 

  

If you can take 

another 

person’s 

perspective, the 

odds of them 

liking you 

skyrocket. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/35353153-why-the-ceo-gets-fired-change-management-and-more
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THIS PSYCHOLOGICAL QUIRK 

EXPLAINS WHY WE STRUGGLE 

TO COMPLIMENT EMPLOYEES 

How important is it to compliment employees who have done 

great work? I recently surveyed a company where the biggest 

statistical driver of whether employees would be inspired to give 

their best effort at work was whether those employees felt like 

their boss ‘recognized their accomplishments with praise.’  

Simply put, if employees felt like 

their boss praised them for doing 

great work, those employees were 

inspired to give their best effort. But 

if they felt like their boss did not 

praise their great work, those 

employees were not going to give 

their best effort. 

Given that this was such an 

important issue for the employees at 

this company, we would expect that 

all the managers would make an 

extra effort to recognize and praise 

their employees’ great work, right? Well, sadly no. It turns out that 

only 38% of employees said that their boss ‘always’ or ‘frequently’ 

recognized their accomplishments. 

This is one of the biggest reasons why my research has found that 

only 29% of employees say they ‘Always’ know whether their 

performance is where it should be, while 36% of people say they 

‘Never’ or ‘Rarely’ know. How are employees supposed to know 

When 

employees feel 

like their boos 

praises them 

doing great 

work, they’re 

more inspired to 

give their best 

effort. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/fewer-than-half-of-employees-know-if-theyre-doing-a-good-job-1
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whether they’re performing their jobs well when so few managers 

are recognizing their great work? 

There is a psychological phenomenon that helps explain why 

many managers don’t recognize, let alone praise, employees’ great 

work. It’s called reason-based choice (from the research 

paper “Reason-based choice” by Eldar Shafir, Itamar Simonson, 

and Amos Tversky) and it works like this: 

Using an experiment from the paper, imagine that you’re a juror 

in a child custody case following a messy divorce and you have to 

award/deny sole custody to one of the parents. You decide to base 

your decision entirely on the following few observations: 

Parent A has: 
average income 
average health 
average working hours 
reasonable rapport with child 
relatively stable social life 

 

Parent B has: 
above average income 
very close relationship with child 
extremely active social life 
lots of work-related travel 
minor health problems

Now, imagine that you’re asked “To which parent would you 

award sole custody of the child?” In the actual experiment, 64% of 

the subjects saw Parent B as the better choice. Why? Probably 

because Parent B has ‘above average income’ and a ‘very close 

relationship with the child.’ 

But now imagine that you’re asked “Which parent would you deny 

sole custody of the child?” Shockingly, 55% still chose Parent B! 

Why? Well, notwithstanding their positive attributes, Parent B 

also has an ‘extremely active social life,’ ‘lots of work-related 

travel, and ‘minor health problems.’ 

One of the big lessons from this is that if you’re looking for 

reasons to award custody, you’re likely to focus on Parent B’s 

positive attributes. And if you’re looking for reasons to deny 

custody, you’re likely to focus on Parent B’s negative attributes. 

The phrasing of the choice biases us towards focusing on, and 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/001002779390034S
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using, some information more than others. Or put even more 

simply, if we’re looking for reasons to choose or award somebody, 

we’re going to focus on positive things. And if we’re looking for 

reasons to deny or censure somebody, we’re going to focus on 

negative things. 

So, what does reason-based 

choice have to do with giving 

compliments to our employees? 

First we have to think about the 

mindset that many leaders bring to 

the workplace. Are they wandering 

around the office looking for reasons 

why people are doing great work and 

things are going right? Or are they 

wandering around looking for 

mistakes and reasons why things are 

going wrong? 

The average leader spends more 

time looking for reasons why things 

are not working (the negative issues) 

than they are looking for all the 

reasons why things are going well. 

So, much like the juror in the study, 

if leaders are looking for reasons to ‘deny,’ they’ll likely miss all 

the positive (‘award’) things that are happening. 

As an example, think about the last project status meeting you 

attended. If it was like the typical meeting, there was a lot of time 

spent discussing how things are falling behind (or are at risk of 

doing so), the risk points, scenarios for mitigating time and money 

overruns, and all sorts of negative topics. And there probably 

wasn’t a whole lot of time spent going around the room looking for 

all the wonderful things that have been happening. 

If we’re looking 

for reasons to 

choose or award 

somebody, we’re 

going to focus on 

positive things. 

And if we’re 

looking for 

reasons to deny 

or censure 

somebody, we’re 

going to focus on 

negative things. 
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What reason-based choice tells us is 

that if we spend our time at work 

looking for problems (e.g. reasons to 

deny custody), we’re going to find lots 

and lots of problems. And if we spend 

our time looking for positive things 

(e.g. reasons to award custody), we’re 

going to find many more examples of 

people doing great work. 

Every leader has a choice as they go 

through their days; are they looking for 

reasons to ‘deny’ or to ‘award’? If 

leaders adopt the common ‘deny’ approach, they’ll keep finding all 

sorts of reasons why things aren’t working. But if they make the 

conscious choice to look for reasons to ‘award,’ they’ll be way 

more likely to recognize (and compliment) all the great work that 

their employees are performing. And that is likely to result in a 

significantly more engaged and inspired workforce. 

  

If we spend our 

time looking for 

positive things, 

we’re going to 

find many more 

examples of 

people doing 

great work. 
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COGNITIVE DISSONANCE HELPS 

EXPLAIN WHY WE HATE TO 

HEAR THE TRUTH 

Most people say 'yes' when asked if they want to hear the truth. In 

fact, 88% of employees say they would want to hear the truth if 

their job performance was poor. And 

yet, how many people do you know who, 

after slaving away on a big project, are 

grateful when the boss says, "That 

report you wrote was illogical, poorly 

written, two hours late, and riddled with 

typos"? I've witnessed adults who insist 

they can handle the truth cry, rant, and 

even punch the walls upon hearing truth 

like that. 

The truth sounds good in theory, 

especially if it's truth with which we agree or that positions us in a 

favorable light. It's when we hear truth that isn't so pleasant that 

we start to resist. 

I recently conducted a study of 27,048 executives, managers and 

employees called "The Risks of Ignoring Employee Feedback." 

One of the big discoveries from the study is that very few leaders 

encourage, or are open to hearing, suggestions for improvement 

from their employees. 

For example, only 24% of people say that their leader "Always" 

encourages and recognizes suggestions for improvement, while 

16% say their leader "Never" does so. These numbers become 

especially problematic when you also consider that: 

88% of 

employees say 

they would 

want to hear the 

truth if their job 

performance 

was poor. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/study-the-risks-of-ignoring-employee-feedback
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• 62% of employees who say their leader always encourages 

and recognizes suggestions for improvement will strongly 

recommend their company as a great organization to work 

for. 

• By contrast, only 5% of employees who say their leader 

never encourages and recognizes suggestions for 

improvement will strongly recommend their company as a 

great organization to work for. 

Lots of employees have great ideas, and the correlation between 

leaders who listen to employee suggestions for improvement and 

employee engagement is strong. And yet, very few leaders 

encourage or recognize employee suggestions for improvement. 

Why do we hate to hear the truth, especially if it involves hearing 

something we need to improve? A concept called cognitive 

dissonance gives us an answer. The state of cognitive 

dissonance occurs when someone 

holds two psychologically 

inconsistent beliefs (or attitudes 

or opinions) that create an 

unpleasant mental tension. 

Cognitive dissonance first received 

scientific recognition in the mid-1950s 

when social psychologist Leon 

Festinger and two of his peers gained 

undercover entry into a small 

doomsday cult called the Seekers. The 

group was led by a Chicago 

homemaker, Dorothy Martin, who 

claimed the ability to channel superior 

beings from the planet Clarion. 

This alien authority supposedly warned 

Martin and her followers of a great flood that would destroy the 

Earth on December 21, 1954. The prophecy stated that only true 

Cognitive 

dissonance 

occurs when 

someone holds 

two 

psychologically 

inconsistent 

beliefs that 

create an 

unpleasant 

mental tension. 

http://www.pinterandmartin.com/when-prophecy-fails.html
http://www.pinterandmartin.com/when-prophecy-fails.html
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believers would be spared. This was good news for the Seekers 

who were promised safe transport to another planet. Martin 

channeled clear instruction on how the group should prepare for 

pickup via flying saucer at midnight on December 17, and the 

group moved into action, giving up their homes, quitting their 

jobs, liquidating their savings, and even divorcing nonbelieving 

spouses. 

Festinger's group of researchers didn't actually believe the world 

would end. They faked their belief so they could join the group 

and observe the impact of the failed prophecy on the believers' 

faith. When the world didn't end, would the Seekers reduce the 

cognitive dissonance by saying, "Whoops, my bad, I guess that was 

pretty stupid of me," or would they concoct some kind of 

rationalization? 

On the designated night of December 17, the group gathered in 

eager anticipation. When a flying saucer failed to appear at 

midnight, Festinger observed that members of the group appeared 

nervous. At 12:10 a.m. they looked shocked. By 2 a.m. worry and 

anxiety prevailed as people sobbed and wept. Cognitive 

dissonance can be painful. 

Much had been sacrificed both personally and professionally, and 

some in the group began to openly wonder if the Clarions had 

abandoned them. As more time elapsed without a saucer in sight, 

others in the group began to question the validity of the prophecy. 

Then, at 4:45 a.m., Martin resolved the group's cognitive 

dissonance when she was gifted with another "prophecy." The 

message said that the world would be spared because the Seekers 

"had spread so much light that God had saved the world from 

destruction." 

Festinger had his answer. The cognitive dissonance vanished as 

the Seekers rationalized that their actions had not been in vain 

and their prophecy had not been wrong. The formerly media-shy 

group further reduced their cognitive dissonance by jumping into 
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an urgent media campaign, alerting the press, distributing flyers, 

and taking to the streets to spread the message that it was only 

because of their small group's sacrifices and faith that the Earth 

would still exist on the morning of 

December 21. 

The Seekers may seem like an extreme 

situation, but cognitive dissonance 

occurs in all kinds of situations as a way 

of lessening psychological tension and 

reducing anxiety when people are faced 

with feedback or evidence that 

contradicts an existing belief, attitude, 

or opinion. If you've ever been in a 

conversation with someone who just 

couldn't, or wouldn't, hear the truth, no 

matter how many ways you tried to 

explain it, or who reacted so badly to 

the truth that you regretted saying 

anything at all, you've likely witnessed 

someone who was experiencing 

cognitive dissonance. 

In the conclusion of Walden, Henry 

David Thoreau summarizes the 

important lessons he learned during his 

two years of simple living. He writes, 

"Rather than love, than money, than 

fame, give me truth. I sat at a table 

where were rich food and wine in abundance, and obsequious 

attendance, but sincerity and truth were not; and I went away 

hungry from the inhospitable board."  

I do love Thoreau, but I have to wonder if he's talking about the 

kind of truths that feel like a punch to the gut when you hear 

them. Because notwithstanding that most people say they want to 

Cognitive 

dissonance 

occurs in all 

kinds of 

situations as a 

way of lessening 
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tension and 
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hear the truth, I do think that if given a choice between a hard 

truth and love or money and fame, most would choose the latter. 

The old cliché is "the truth hurts" and 

not "the truth is like a warm fuzzy 

blanket that's nice to snuggle" for a 

reason. The human brain doesn't enjoy 

receiving information that threatens our 

self-esteem, shatters our preexisting 

beliefs, makes our daily lives more 

difficult, or threatens our status.  

Admitting that we're wrong about 

something, or even partially at fault, 

isn't easy, even when it's for our own 

good. When the truth hurts, we want to 

protect ourselves from the pain and so 

we find a way to shut down, stop 

listening, or otherwise resist. And we're 

not always aware that it's happening. 

 

  

The human 

brain doesn't 

enjoy receiving 

information 

that threatens 

our self-esteem, 

shatters our 

preexisting 

beliefs, makes 

our daily lives 

more difficult, 

or threatens our 

status. 
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TO KEEP YOUR STARS FROM 

HATING PERFORMANCE 

APPRAISALS, USE A PROUDEST 

MOMENTS LIST 

Employee performance reviews are not particularly effective. You 

may have seen the research that currently, only 29% of employees 

say they ‘always’ know whether their performance is where it 

should be. And more than a third of employees ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ 

know whether their performance is where it should be. This 

means that even though most 

companies use some form of 

performance appraisals, most 

employees still don’t really know if 

they’re doing a good or poor job. 

And not only are performance 

appraisals supposed to offer 

employees some insight about their 

performance, they’re also supposed to 

help employees grow and develop. 

Well, more research has found that 

about 50% of employees say their 

leader rarely or never takes an active role in helping them to grow 

and develop. So clearly, performance appraisals need some help. 

Performance appraisals, if done right, actually can be useful, 

productive, meaningful conversations that do what they’re 

intended to do: improve employee performance and promote 

growth and development. There are many ways to fix performance 

appraisals, but here I want to highlight one incredibly easy 

Only 29% of 

employees say 

they ‘always’ 

know whether 

their 

performance is 

where it should 

be. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/fewer-than-half-of-employees-know-if-theyre-doing-a-good-job-1
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/this-chart-shows-why-your-company-probably-needs-better-leadership-training
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technique: Start every review by asking your employees  

“What are your proudest moments?” 

You might already do a self-appraisal, but there’s a big difference 

between proudest moments and a self-appraisal, and that 

difference is what makes proudest moments so motivating. When 

you ask for a self-appraisal you ask for the proudest moments, but 

you also ask for the biggest failures. And while it might not be a 

bad thing for your low performers to have to bring you an honest 

evaluation of their biggest failures, it’s actually quite harmful to 

your top performers. 

There’s a different psychological dynamic that happens when high 

and low performers experience failure. Low performers might not 

know about the failure, they might not care, or they may even 

have intended for the failure to happen.  

But one of the reasons high performers 

are high performers is that they have a 

high degree of critical self-awareness. 

Which is wonderful because most of 

the time these valuable employees 

already know they messed up---even 

before you tell them.  

And they get right to work on fixing the 

problem and making self-corrections 

so they never mess up like that again.  

However, most high performers are also prone to beating 

themselves up pretty hard when they mess up. And that can 

quickly turn the focus of the review back onto stuff they’ve already 

corrected and moved past. Plus you might just get swayed 

listening to a high performer beat himself up and give lower 

marks than are deserved. 

Keeping things focused and balanced for high performers is only 

one reason to ask about proudest moments. Starting reviews with 

Start every 

review by 

asking your 

employees 

“What are your 

proudest 

moments?” 
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this simple question also helps leaders avoid the biggest employee 

de-motivator: missing the greatest things your people did that 

year. Because what you learn by asking this question gives you all 

sorts of great information to work from during the review. Let’s 

face it, managers are human too. I can’t remember what every one 

of my employees did 12 months ago, and I have a pretty decent 

memory.  

The fact is, you’re not going to remember 

every single little thing, so have your 

people make the list and tell you their 

proudest moments. It makes a big 

difference to them if the two great things 

they did get remembered and talked about 

a bit. 

So before your next performance review 

period starts, simply ask your people to 

make a list of their proudest moments. If 

your organization conducts 12-month 

reviews, ask employees for their proudest 

moments from the past year. Or if you do 

six-month reviews, have them look back on the past six months 

and answer, in writing, the question: What were your proudest 

moments? And just like self-appraisals, always do your own 

evaluation first before you read employee proudest moments. This 

allows you to avoid neurological biases like the anchoring effect 

that can skew your evaluation and make the review less objective. 

 

  

You’re not going 

to remember 

every single 

little thing, so 

have your 
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list and tell you 

their proudest 

moments. 
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CEOS ARE 66% MORE LIKELY TO 

HAVE THIS PERSONALITY 

CHARACTERISTIC 

What differentiates CEOs from all the people who never make it to 

the c-suite? Is it brains? Ambition? Luck? The answer will vary 

from company to company, but there are some characteristics that 

appear across organizations. And one such characteristic is how 

people approach change. 

This past month, 4,018 leaders and professionals have taken the 

free online test “How Do You Personally Feel About Change?” One 

of the questions asks respondents to select from these options: 

• I undertake career/business changes that others describe as 

difficult or audacious. 

• I undertake career/business changes that are achievable and 

realistic. 

• I don’t undertake very many career/business changes. 

If you’ve ever struggled to convince 

people to start a really big change, you 

won’t be surprised to learn that less 

than a third of respondents undertake 

changes that are difficult or 

audacious. Generally people either 

avoid change or they undertake 

changes that seem more achievable. 

All the clichés about change being 

hard and people avoiding change are 

pretty accurate. 

Less than a 

third of 

respondents 

undertake 

changes that are 

difficult or 

audacious. 

http://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/122984769-quiz-how-do-you-personally-feel-about-change
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But while this is true overall, I discovered big differences in how 

people view change when I dissected the data by position. For 

instance, 45% of top executives undertake changes that others 

describe as difficult or audacious. But for frontline employees, 

that number is only 27%.  

So in the average company, the CEO is 66% more likely to 

want audacious change than the employees. 

The following chart shows the data for all job levels: 

 

You can see from the chart that there is a very strong linear 

relationship between how high a person ranks in the company and 

how much they undertake audacious change. 

Frontline employees and junior managers are more likely to enjoy 

the traditional status quo, and if they do embrace change, it’s 

more likely to be cautious and measured. 

By contrast, CEOs are much more likely to be the change 

advocates I call Venturers. Venturers are motivated by risk, 

change, and uncertainty. They thrive when the environment or the 
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work is constantly changing. They tend to like challenges and 

jump at the opportunity to be the first to do something new. And 

that means they’re also not terrified of failure, especially if they 

know they’ll find a chance to try again. Venturers prefer adventure 

to security. In fact, they find doing the same thing every day 

incredibly boring. They like to break through their comfort zones, 

so they regularly challenge themselves with audacious and 

difficult challenges. 

Venturers have some very distinct 

personality characteristics. And it’s no 

small coincidence that these 

characteristics are found more often in 

CEO roles than in frontline employees 

or junior managers. In fact, we might 

surmise from this data that perhaps 

one way to increase your odds of 

becoming CEO is to undertake more difficult and audacious 

change. It’s no guarantee of career success, of course. And 

obviously, if 45% of CEOS undertake big changes, that means 55% 

either embrace a more cautious change or avoid change 

altogether.  

But the linear relationship between one’s rung on the 

career ladder and audacious change is really striking. 

And for anyone interested in discovering the secrets to becoming 

CEO, this is important data to absorb. 

It’s also a good measurement with which to evaluate your current 

CEO. Do they undertake audacious and difficult change, or are 

they more cautious and circumspect? When it comes to figuring 

out what types of change you should pursue to advance your 

career, one important barometer is the type of change that’s 

generally supported in your company. If you undertake change 

that’s too cautious, you risk being left behind. But if you’re on the 

audacious end of the spectrum and your CEO is not, you might 

find yourself in political hot water. 

Venturers are 

motivated by 

risk, change, 

and 

uncertainty. 
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Is undertaking audacious change an inborn personality 

characteristic? Is it learned? Or is it some combination of the two? 

The truth is, we don’t definitively know, but it’s a good bet that 

both nature and circumstance have a role to play. 

It is true that some people are more 

predisposed to undertake significant 

change, climb higher mountains, and 

tolerate more risk. And this is generally 

observable in even very small children. 

On your local playground you’ve 

probably seen some kids who look like 

they’re ready for the X-Games while 

others seem intimidated by the monkey 

bars. 

But it’s also true that CEOs are often 

under great pressure to undertake 

audacious change. Boards regularly compare their CEO to 

executives like the late Steve Jobs, who talked about making a 

dent in the universe, or other larger-than-life personalities. And if 

you’re the CEO being compared to Steve Jobs, you are going to 

feel pressure to undertake more audacious and difficult changes, 

just to have any hope of comparing favorably. 

So what should you do with all this information? Start simply. 

Look at your current company. Are there lots of big changes or are 

things pretty status quo? Is your CEO a Venturer or more 

cautious? Then once you have a handle on your current 

environment, do an honest assessment of yourself. How would 

people describe your approach to change? And how does that 

assessment fit within your current environment? 

  

Does your CEO 

undertake 

audacious and 

difficult change, 

or are they more 

cautious and 

circumspect? 
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THE SECRET TO EMPLOYEE 

ENGAGEMENT IS “SHOVES & 

TUGS” 

Here’s one of the most important lessons about employee 

engagement: Everybody has shoves and tugs. Shoves are those 

issues that demotivate you, drain your energy, stop you from 

giving maximum effort, and make you want to quit—they “shove” 

you out the door. Tugs are those issues that motivate and fulfill 

you, make you want to give maximum effort, and keep you coming 

back every day—they “tug” at you to stay. 

This seems simple enough. But here’s the 

twist: shoves and tugs are not flip sides 

of the same coin. Just because somebody 

has lots of tugs coming up this week does 

not mean they don’t have any shoves.  

Before you spend all day trying to figure 

out how to give people lots of tugs, you’ve 

got to at least acknowledge (and ideally 

mitigate) their shoves.  

If you don’t, you’ll likely see the kinds of 

low employee engagement scores that 

have become so commonplace (you can 

see some of the latest employee 

engagement data here). 

Let me begin with an analogy that’s a 

little out there but that might help clarify 

this issue. Just as shoves and tugs are not opposites, neither are 

pain and pleasure. The opposite of pleasure isn’t pain; it’s just the 

Shoves are those 

issues that 

demotivate you, 

drain your 

energy, stop you 

from giving 

maximum 

effort, and make 

you want to 

quit—they 

“shove” you out 

the door. 
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absence of pleasure. Similarly, the opposite of pain isn’t pleasure; 

it’s just the absence of pain. If somebody is hitting my foot with a 

hammer, that’s pain. When the hammering stops, that’s not 

pleasure; that’s just no more pain. If I’m getting the world’s 

greatest back rub, that’s pleasure. When it stops, that’s not pain; 

that’s just no more pleasure. 

Here’s the lesson: If I’m getting a great back rub, that does not 

preclude somebody from simultaneously hitting my foot with a 

hammer. If that happens, the pain in my foot will totally detract 

from the pleasure I’m getting from the back rub.  

Here’s a corollary lesson: If you walk 

past me one day and see that my foot is 

being hit with a hammer, you cannot 

fix the pain in my foot by giving me a 

back rub.  

The only way to stop the pain in my 

foot is to stop the hammer from hitting 

it. And unfortunately, discovering 

those hammers hasn’t typically been 

something that employee engagement 

surveys look for. 

Every day, in organizations around the world, employees’ feet are 

being hit with hammers, and their bosses’ solution isn’t to stop the 

hammer (i.e., eliminate the shove) but rather to offer a back rub 

(i.e., offer a tug). And, again, that’s a big reason why employee 

engagement scores (like these) continue to be so low. 

Consider, for example, a software development team in Silicon 

Valley led by a manager named Chris. The department was on 

heavy deadline to finish a new product, and lately Chris’s anxiety 

had caused him to start micromanaging.  

He began instituting numerous “check in” meetings widely 

acknowledged as useless and insisting on regular “no-work team 

Employee 

engagement 

surveys have 

typically missed 

or ignored 

employees’ 

demotivators. 
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lunch hours” that forced high performing employees to work even 

later.  

The high emotional tension throughout the department was clear 

to Chris. But rather than ask his team about the source of their 

frustration, Chris decided to take everyone to Catalina Island for 

the weekend to relax.  

He figured it was a great way to offer a nice reward and get 

everyone’s brains back into the game. When he made the 

announcement, more than a few of the programmers’ heads nearly 

exploded.  

The last thing they wanted was more time with one other just 

hanging out and not working. They wanted to finish the project, 

hit the deadline, and go home to their families. They wanted to 

stop wasting time at work and just get the job done. 

Chris made the mistake of trying to fix a 

shove with a tug, and it backfired. Yes, 

Catalina Island is beautiful, and perhaps 

in another circumstance it would have 

been a nice reward and a way to boost 

employee engagement.  

But his team was getting shoved by too much time away from the 

actual work of programming, and here comes the boss with a tug 

that involves more time away from programming.  

Not only was the tug a poor choice, but Chris’s credibility is shot; 

he seems obtuse and insensitive for not understanding what was 

really demoralizing his team. 

When good employees are working with low performers, or they’re 

fighting through roadblocks, or they’ve got a terrible working 

environment—whatever the shoves may be—it’s like getting hit on 

the foot with a hammer.  

Trying to fix a 

Shove with a 

Tug will often 

backfire. 
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Great things (tugs) like autonomy, the ability to have control over 

an entire process, and the ability to work on innovative projects 

and teams aren’t going to mean a thing until you take away the 

pain of the Shoves. 

So if you want to see employee engagement improve, don’t just 

throw a bunch of tugs out there; really dig to discover the shoves. 
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ONE SIMPLE TOOL FOR 

CONTROLLING LOUDMOUTHS 

IN YOUR TEAM MEETINGS 

Have you ever been in one of those team meetings, virtual or face-

to-face, where a few big personalities just dominate the space? 

They usually talk louder than everyone else, and if the boss or 

team leader isn’t speaking, all you hear are their thoughts, their 

ideas, their yeas and their nays.  

The quieter, more passive folks in the meeting feel totally shut out 

from participating, and even the people who usually don’t have a 

problem being heard can’t get a word in. 

Unless you’re the loud one who’s stealing 

the show, you walk out of those meetings 

feeling anxious about the loss of your 

time, bitter that your good ideas didn’t 

have a chance at getting heard and pretty 

irritated at the leader of the meeting for 

letting it happen. Is it any wonder that 

bad meetings can be so damaging to a 

leader’s reputation? 

Meetings are supposed to be value-adding forums where everyone 

invited to the meeting gets to participate. Isn’t that why you called 

all those people into the meeting in the first place; to gather and 

apply their input and knowledge towards making smarter and 

better decisions? 

The nominal group technique is designed to equalize every 

voice on the team. It’s an intelligent approach to encouraging the 

quiet people to speak out while subtly pressuring the loud people 

Poorly-run 

meetings can 

greatly damage 

a leader’s 

reputation. 
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to tone it down a bit. All the technique requires is you as the 

leader of the team exerting a bit more control over the group, 

which, after all, is just doing your job. 

Before we jump into how it works, 

there’s one point I need to hit. Great 

meetings require great agendas that 

give folks a chance to prepare so no 

matter whether loud or soft voiced, they 

have the opportunity to bring actual 

value to the meeting. If your people 

aren’t speaking up in meetings because 

they have no way to prepare for that 

meeting, that’s an entirely different 

problem. 

OK, nominal group technique. Let’s say the team has a decision to 

make, the meeting agenda that went out to everyone stated: the 

purpose of this meeting is to debate and decide upon the proposal 

price for the new project we’re pitching ACME Corp. You invited 

seven people to the meeting and each of them brings a unique and 

valuable perspective to making this decision. You need to hear 

what each of them has to say. 

What you want to do is as soon as everyone settles down, pass 

around some sheets of paper, or if it’s a virtual meeting, use a web 

meeting tool that allows people to write in responses. Then give 

these directions:  

“We’re going to take five minutes here and what I want is to get 

your individual ideas about how you think we should price this 

proposal. I want the number but I also want to hear why you 

think that’s the right number, so back it up with some pros and 

cons, the whys and the why not’s, etc. You’ve got five minutes to 

write it down then we’re gonna pass the papers forward to me to 

be discussed.” 

The nominal 

group technique 

is designed to 

equalize every 

voice on the 

team. 
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The nominal group technique quickly and easily accomplishes 

three big things. One, it forces everyone to take a step back and 

actually do some thinking. This applies especially to those loud 

voices I mentioned earlier who often just shout out the first idea 

that pops into their mind, thereby commandeering the meeting. 

But it makes everybody think.  

Two, it gives every voice in the 

meeting an equal chance to get heard. 

And three, once everyone’s ideas and 

thoughts are written down and passed 

over to you; you now have the 

opportunity to control the discussion 

that takes place in this meeting. 

One way you can do this is to go 

through those pieces of paper one at a 

time and say “let me talk about this 

first idea. This person feels the contract should be priced at $12.5 

million, which is $2.5 million higher than we usually charge for 

this job, but they support this higher number based on the tight 

timeline we’re facing on this job, which is going to mean more 

manpower focused away from other work, etc.”  

Then you move on to the second piece of paper and say, “ This 

person feels $8.5 million is the right pricing the job, which they 

acknowledge sounds pretty low ball until you factor in the 

following numbers that outline the additional business this new 

client will likely bring our way.” And so on until you hit on 

everyone’s ideas. 

Another approach, instead of having everyone write down and 

pass their ideas to you, is you could start the meeting by saying 

“I’m going to give every person here three minutes, with no 

interruptions from anyone, to share with the team your thoughts 

on how you think we should price this proposal and why.”  

The nominal 

group technique 

gives everyone 

on the team an 

equal chance to 

be heard. 
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And again, in doing this, you immediately make everybody on the 

team more thoughtful. The people who might be inclined to shout 

out with kneejerk responses are forced to tone it down, and the 

folks who may be inclined to passively hang back are forced to 

stand up and say “here is what I’m thinking.” 

Whichever of these two approaches you 

take to the nominal group technique, 

you’ll have equalized the voices in the 

meeting and exerted more control over 

the group, which contributes strongly 

to how people perceive you as a leader. 

Great leaders who run mediocre 

meetings tend to have worse 

reputations than lousy leaders who run 

great meetings. But perhaps most 

importantly, you made sure you got the 

best thinking from everyone in the 

group so you can make the best 

decision. 

 
  

Great leaders 

who run 

mediocre 

meetings tend to 

have worse 

reputations 

than lousy 

leaders who run 

great meetings. 
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TO PROTECT YOUR BEST 

EMPLOYEES FROM BURNOUT, 

STEAL THE NBA’S LOAD 

MANAGEMENT CONCEPT 

Many of your best employees are at high risk of burnout (if they’re 

not there already). One of my employee engagement studies found 

that in 42% of organizations, high performers are actually less 

engaged than low performers. In other words, your most valuable 

people are often less inspired, happy, motivated, etc. than the 

employees who deliver the least value.  

There are myriad reasons for this, but 

here’s a simple illustration: Imagine it’s 

late Friday afternoon, and just as you’re 

about to leave the office, your boss 

dumps a potentially career-making 

project in your lap, due Monday at 9 

a.m. You won’t get it done without help 

from one of your employees, so you’re 

both in for a long weekend of work.  

Now, which of your employees are you going to ask for help? Your 

best high performer? Or one of your low performers? Of course, 

you’re going to turn to your best high performer. 

Imagine a similar situation happens again the next week. Once 

again, we’ll call on our best high performer. And what about the 

next time, and the next, and the next? Do this thought experiment 

enough times and you quickly realize that the person with 

the toughest job in your company is likely your best high 

performer. 

In 42% of 

organizations, 

high performers 

are actually less 

engaged than 

low performers. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/35354881-employee-engagement-shocker-low-performers-may-be-more-engaged-than-high-performers
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This is where the NBA’s load management concept comes 

in. Load management essentially means monitoring and 

managing a player’s physiological stress. As ESPN writers Kevin 

Pelton and Kevin Arnovitz put it, “A player exerts himself during 

practices, individual skill sessions, 

cardio work, dynamic warm-up 

routines, postgame recovery regimens, 

cross-country flights, lack of sleep, you 

name it. All of this info is fed into the 

load management program, and a 

group consisting of the player, training 

staff, sports scientists, coaches, 

management and, often, ownership 

collaborate to look at the biometric 

data and determine when that player is 

bumping up against his load capacity.” 

Load management is fundamentally 

about ensuring that players don’t exceed their capacity, so they 

can recover faster, avoid injury, and achieve peak performance in 

the most important games (e.g. the playoffs). 

Because it typically involves sitting out games (e.g. sitting out the 

second game of a back-to-back series), there are plenty of 

commentators, former players, fans, etc. who bemoan the 

“softness” of today’s NBA players. “Back in my day…” seems to 

start the vast majority of complaints about load management. 

The issue, however, is that we know more about burnout (whether 

physical or mental) than we did decades ago. And whether we’re 

talking about NBA players or the high performers in an office, it’s 

just smart business to keep your best people ready to 

peak perform in the most important situations. 

How do you start protecting and load managing your high 

performers? Here are two simple practices to get you started. 

Load 

management 

essentially 

means 

monitoring and 

managing a 

player’s 

physiological 

stress.  

https://www.espn.com/nba/story/_/id/28066201/nba-load-management-know-know
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Practice #1: Start Tracking Time 

It will be tough to discern if you’re misusing your best employees’ 

time if you don’t know where their time is spent. So have them 

start tracking their time, looking for activities that aren’t terribly 

important and that could be eliminated or delegated. 

More than 17,000 people have taken the online test “How Do Your 

Time Management Skills Stack Up?” And one of the questions 

asks respondents to choose between the following options: 

• On most days, time flies by and I don’t track where I spend 

every minute or hour. 

• I regularly track my time (whether manually or with 

software) so I know exactly where my time goes throughout 

the day. 

A small portion (31%) are actively tracking their time while more 

than two-thirds (69%) are not. And as you might imagine, those 

who do track their time report being significantly more productive 

than those who don’t. 

This isn’t about micromanaging or 

looking over employees’ shoulders, 

rather it’s about helping your best 

employees focus their energy on the 

activities that will drive the greatest 

value for the organization.  

If they’re regularly writing reports that 

nobody reads or sitting in meetings 

that accomplish nothing, manage their 

load (i.e. eliminate those activities) so 

they’re fresh for the important things. 

  

Those who do 

track their time 

report being 

significantly 

more productive 

than those who 

don’t. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/quiz-how-do-your-time-management-skills-stack-up
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/quiz-how-do-your-time-management-skills-stack-up
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Practice #2: Assess Employees’ Motivation 

One of the warning signs that your team could use some load 

management is when their motivation is high but they’re unhappy 

with the company. And our study called Employee Engagement 

Statistics Are Missing 2 Critical Groups Of Employees discovered 

that 26% of employees meet that criteria. 

We analyzed 31,664 employees using 2 distinct engagement 

survey questions: 

• I am motivated to give 100% effort when I’m at work. 

• I recommend this company as a great organization to 

work for. 

Using a statistical technique called k-

means clustering, we discovered that 

26% of employees are Motivated But 

Unhappy at work. These are workers 

that are highly motivated to give 100% 

effort at work, but they do not 

recommend their company as a great 

organization to work for. 

When someone is motivated to give 100%, but they’re increasingly 

frustrated by deficiencies and roadblocks in the workplace, it’s 

easy for them to enter a spiral of negativity. The more frustrated 

they get, the more they grit their teeth and plow through their 

workload without pausing and contemplating ways to make their 

job and workplace more livable. This, in turn, leads to even more 

frustration, which leads to more teeth-gritting, etc. 

Much like an NBA star who plays through injury, only to 

reaggravate and worsen the original injury, our best employees 

will often slog through their frustration until they’ve burned 

themselves out. When you see an employee who’s motivated and 

taking on lots of work, but their demeanor increasingly displays 

frustration and irritation, manage their load. 

26% of 

employees are 

Motivated But 

Unhappy at 

work.  

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/employee-engagement-statistics-are-missing-2-critical-groups-of-employees
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/employee-engagement-statistics-are-missing-2-critical-groups-of-employees
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If you want your best employees fresh for the playoffs (or that big 

board presentation, or the once-in-a-lifetime sales opportunity, or 

whatever), it’s important to track their time and keep tabs on their 

motivation. It’s likely they’ll resist and want to work through 

anything and everything, but it’s our job as their leader to ensure 

they’re not burned out, and thus compromised, when we really 

need them. 
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HOW TO HELP YOUR EMPLOYEES 

OVERCOME SURVIVOR GUILT 

AFTER A LAYOFF 

There's an unfortunately pervasive myth that the employees who 

survive a layoff will be grateful that they still have a job, and thus 

work harder and be more productive. But that's dangerously 

wrong because many employees who survive a layoff will 

experience varying forms of survivor guilt. 

Typically associated with the feelings of 

guilt that people have after surviving a 

life-threatening event (e.g., surviving a 

car crash in which others didn't survive), 

survivor guilt is also felt after layoffs. 

It's not uncommon for the employees 

who survive a layoff (while their friends 

did not) to wonder 'why did I make it, 

but they didn't?' or 'how am I going to 

face my friend knowing that they're in a 

precarious financial situation while I'm 

still employed?'  

And even when layoff survivors aren't experiencing true survivor 

guilt, they're still unlikely to feel great. One of my studies, 

called Don't Expect Layoff Survivors To Be Grateful, discovered 

that 74% of employees who kept their job amidst a corporate 

layoff say their own productivity has declined since the layoff. And 

69% say the quality of their company's product or service has 

declined since the layoffs. 

In fact, every measure we analyzed in this study suffered a 

significant decline following a layoff.   

Employees often 

experience 

Survivor Guilt 

after layoffs, 

wondering, 

“why did I make 

it, but they 

didn't?” 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/29062401-dont-expect-layoff-survivors-to-be-grateful
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One of the most surprising parts of the study was the extent to 

which productivity suffered because of the guilt and stress 

following a layoff. We had a hunch that morale would suffer, but 

the damage to productivity was just as significant. 

It's also surprising how few executives pay attention to this issue. 

Layoffs won't deliver real cost savings if the layoff process is 

mismanaged. Offering laid-off employees severance packages and 

outplacement assistance is wonderful, but it misses arguably the 

most important group of employees; the layoff survivors. Leaders 

have to keep the surviving employees engaged and productive, or 

the company won't ever recover.  

Leaders need to focus on what happens after the layoffs. 

Ostensibly, layoffs are conducted to ensure a company's long-term 

fiscal viability. But most layoffs are sufficiently mismanaged to 

permanently damage the company's morale, productivity and 

service. And that significantly reduces the likelihood that the 

company will ever return to its former self. 

Fortunately, leaders can do four things to help their employees 

cope with survivor guilt following a layoff.  

1. Engage Every Day.  

You may not want to talk right now, but your employees probably 

do. So be approachable, visible and candid. You can start by 

adding 15 minutes to the end of your next few staff meetings just 

for people to ask you whatever they want (or share whatever they 

want). Avoidance is not a 

communication strategy, and it will 

erode whatever little morale may be 

left. 

According to the study "Optimal Hours 

with the Boss," most employees spend 

only half the time they should be 

spending with their boss. People who 

You may not 

want to talk 

right now, but 

your employees 

probably do. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/35352257-all-great-leadership-styles-begin-by-spending-time-with-employees
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/35352257-all-great-leadership-styles-begin-by-spending-time-with-employees


 

© 2020, Mark Murphy ALL RIGHTS RESERVED      LeadershipIQ.com 52 

do spend an optimal number of hours interacting with their direct 

leader (six hours per week) are 29% more inspired, 30% more 

engaged, 16% more innovative and 15% more intrinsically 

motivated than those who spend only one hour per week.  

And even when leaders can't spend the 

full six hours per week interacting with 

their employees, the study discovered 

that every extra hour a leader spends 

with their people increases engagement, 

inspiration and innovation. While 

spending more time with our employees 

(especially high and middle performers) 

is a great idea in any situation, it's 

especially necessary in the immediate 

aftermath of a layoff. 

2. Focus On Controllable Issues. 

It's not uncommon during discussions for employees to get stuck 

in a cycle of rumination about their own feelings of loss. And while 

sharing is incredibly helpful, if it's just idle griping, it won't be 

therapeutic. So try to engage your folks in conversations that focus 

on issues over which they have control, and try to avoid topics 

they can't impact.  

For example, instead of ruminating about the company's stock 

price, talk about how you're improving a process to deliver a 

better customer experience while saving money.   

3. Eliminate Wasteful Meetings. 

One of the phenomena that greatly exacerbates survivor guilt is 

the frustration of being overworked doing the work of their former 

colleagues. So to communicate that you understand your 

employees' pain, and to keep your operations running effectively, 

leaders should eliminate all wasteful activities. And meetings are a 

quick and easy offender to eliminate. Minimally, 30% of meetings 

The study 

discovered that 

every extra hour 

a leader spends 

with their 

people increases 

engagement, 

inspiration and 

innovation. 
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are a complete waste of time, so cut those first. Spare your 

remaining employees the hassle of wasted time and give them a 

fighting chance of accomplishing all the work that needs to get 

done. 

 4. Prioritize All Activities In Terms Of Customer Value. 

You can't leave 100% of the work for 80% of the people, but you 

do need to preserve the really important activities. Eliminate all 

those activities that aren't important for customers, the 

government or safety. This way, you won't burn-out your 

remaining staff writing those 100-page internal reports that 

nobody ever reads.  

Layoffs are painful, no matter how sensitively they're 

implemented. But if you follow these four steps, you're likely to 

see employee engagement and productivity rebound much more 

quickly. 
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THE DUNNING-KRUGER EFFECT 

SHOWS WHY SOME PEOPLE 

THINK THEY'RE GREAT EVEN 

WHEN THEIR WORK IS TERRIBLE 

Pat is a programmer at a large software company. At best, he’s a 

middling performer; his code is a mess (initializing variables that 

are never used, using variable names no one else understands, 

etc.), he takes longer than he should, and he doesn’t even 

remember his own code months later. 

But Pat’s poor coding skills aren’t his most annoying attribute. 

What frustrates his manager the most is that Pat is absolutely 

convinced that he’s a great programmer. Last month was Pat’s 

performance review, and after receiving a low score from his 

manager, Pat incredulously argued: 

“I’m one of the best programmers in this department! What kind 

of rating scale are you even using if someone with my talent can 

get a low score? There’s no way that your performance review 

form is accurately assessing my abilities. Or maybe you’re just 

assessing a bunch of stuff that has nothing to do with actually 

being a programmer!” 

If you’ve ever dealt with someone whose performance stinks, and 

they’re not only clueless that their performance stinks but they’re 

confident that their performance is good, you likely saw the 

Dunning-Kruger Effect in action. 

Coined in 1999 by then-Cornell psychologists David Dunning and 

Justin Kruger, the eponymous Dunning-Kruger Effect is a 

cognitive bias whereby people who are incompetent at something 

are unable to recognize their own incompetence. And not only do 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/B9780123855220000056


© 2020, Mark Murphy ALL RIGHTS RESERVED      LeadershipIQ.com 55 

they fail to recognize their incompetence, they’re also likely to feel 

confident that they actually are competent. 

Pat’s programming skills need a lot of 

improvement. If Pat saw his 

deficiencies, he would be able to fix 

them, he wouldn’t fight constructive 

criticism of his coding, and, frankly, he 

wouldn’t be so frustrating to deal with. 

Unfortunately, we know from the more 

than 10,000 people who’ve taken the 

online quiz “How Do You React To 

Constructive Criticism?” that only 39% 

of employees handle constructive 

criticism by systematically dissecting 

every step leading up to the thing they 

just got criticized for. They don’t freak 

out or fight the feedback, instead, they 

want to understand and correct the 

underlying issues. Now, it’s not guaranteed that the other 61% are 

ensconced in Dunning-Kruger, but it’s worth being concerned that 

they may receive feedback similarly to Pat. 

The irony of the Dunning-Kruger Effect is that, Professor Dunning 

notes, “the knowledge and intelligence that are required to be 

good at a task are often the same qualities needed to recognize 

that one is not good at that task—and if one lacks such knowledge 

and intelligence, one remains ignorant that one is not good at that 

task.” 

The 1999 paper that launched the Dunning-Kruger Effect was 

called “Unskilled and unaware of it: how difficulties in recognizing 

one's own incompetence lead to inflated self-assessments.” Across 

4 studies, Professor Dunning and his team administered tests of 

humor, grammar, and logic. And they found that participants 

scoring in the bottom quartile grossly overestimated their test 

The Dunning-

Kruger Effect is 

a cognitive bias 

whereby people 

who are 

incompetent at 

something are 

unable to 

recognize their 

own 

incompetence. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/41783745-quiz-how-do-you-react-to-constructive-criticism
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/41783745-quiz-how-do-you-react-to-constructive-criticism
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10626367
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10626367
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performance and ability. For example, in one of the studies, 

Cornell undergrads took a 20-item grammar test. After 

completing the test, the students estimated how their ability to 

“identify grammatically correct standard English” compared with 

others. And as you might expect, the lowest scoring students 

grossly overestimated their abilities. Those who scored at the 10th 

percentile (i.e. they scored higher than only 10% of others) rated 

their grammar abilities at the 67th percentile. In essence, their 

actual grammar ability was really poor, but they thought they were 

in the top third of people. 

And it’s not just college kids; you can find examples of the 

Dunning-Kruger Effect everywhere.  

One study of high-tech firms 

discovered that 32-42% of software 

engineers rated their skills as being in 

the top 5% of their companies. A 

nationwide survey found that 21% of 

Americans believe that it’s ‘very likely’ 

or ‘fairly likely’ that they’ll become 

millionaires within the next 10 years. 

Drivers consistently rate themselves 

above average. Medical technicians 

overestimate their knowledge in real-

world lab procedures. 

 In a classic study of faculty at the 

University of Nebraska, 68% rated 

themselves in the top 25% for teaching ability, and more than 90% 

rated themselves above average (which I’m sure you’ll notice is 

mathematically impossible). 

Now, this isn’t hopeless. I recently spoke with Professor Dunning, 

who now teaches at the University of Michigan, and he told me 

that one of the problems in many organizations is that many 

people are underperforming simply because they don’t know that 

One study of 

high-tech firms 

discovered that 

32-42% of 

software 

engineers rated 

their skills as 

being in the top 

5% of their 

companies. 
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they could be doing better or what really great performance looks 

like. It’s not that they’re necessarily being defensive, rather they 

just lack the knowledge. In fact, he told me that research subjects 

were willing to criticize their own previous poor skills once they 

were trained up and could see the difference between their 

previous poor performance and their new improved performance. 

In “Fewer Than Half Of Employees Know If They're Doing A Good 

Job,” more than 30,000 employees answered dozens of workplace 

questions, including “I know whether my performance is where it 

should be.” And frighteningly, only 

29% of employees say they “always” 

know whether their performance is 

where it should be. Meanwhile, a 

whopping 36% say they “Never” or 

“Rarely” know. Perhaps before we 

blame our employees for being so 

susceptible to the Dunning-Kruger 

Effect, we ought to look at our 

leadership skills and ask if we’ve 

fomented, or at least aided, this 

particular cognitive bias. 

 

Only 29% of 

employees say 

they “always” 

know whether 

their 

performance is 

where it should 

be. 

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/fewer-than-half-of-employees-know-if-theyre-doing-a-good-job-1
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/fewer-than-half-of-employees-know-if-theyre-doing-a-good-job-1
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