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 To Ruby, Eliza, Louis, and Nico
 .


May your lives be full of opportunities for good work.
 
 




 The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.



John Maynard Keynes
 
 




 INTRODUCTION


The Crucial Question

Why do we work? Why do we drag ourselves out of bed every morning instead of living lives composed of one pleasure-filled adventure after another? What a silly question. We work because we have to make a living. Sure, but is that it? Of course not. When you ask people who are fulfilled by their work why they do the work they do, money almost never comes up. The list of nonmonetary reasons people give for doing their work is long and compelling.

Satisfied workers are engaged by their work. They lose themselves in it. Not all the time, of course, but often enough for that to be salient to them. Satisfied workers are challenged by their work. It forces them to stretch themselves—to go outside their comfort zones. These lucky people think the work they do is fun, often in the way that doing crossword puzzles or Sudoku is fun.

Why else do people work? Satisfied people do their work because they feel that they are in charge. Their workday offers them a measure of autonomy and discretion. And they use that autonomy and discretion to achieve a level of mastery or expertise. They learn new things, developing both as workers and as people.

These people do their work because it’s an opportunity for social engagement. They do many of their tasks as part of teams, and even when they’re working alone, there are plenty of opportunities for social interaction during work’s quiet moments.

Finally, these people are satisfied with their work because they find what they do meaningful. Potentially, their work 
 makes a difference to the world. It makes other people’s lives better. And it may even make other people’s lives better in ways that are significant.

Of course, few occupations have all these features, and none, I suspect, have all these features all the time. But features of work like these are what get us out of the house, get us to bring work home with us, encourage us to talk about our work with others, and make us reluctant to retire. We wouldn’t work if we didn’t get paid, but that’s not at the core of why we do what we do. And in general, we think that material rewards are a pretty bad reason for working. Indeed, when we say of someone that “he’s in it for the money,” we are not merely being descriptive; we’re passing judgment.

These diverse sources of satisfaction from work raise some very big questions. Why is it that for the overwhelming majority of people in the world, work has few or none of these attributes? Why is it that for most of us, work is monotonous, meaningless, and soul deadening? Why is it that as capitalism developed, it created a model for work in which opportunities for the nonmaterial satisfactions that might come from it—and inspire better work—were reduced or eliminated? Workers who do this
 kind of work—whether in factories, fast-food restaurants, order-fulfillment warehouses, or indeed, in law firms, classrooms, clinics, and offices—do it for pay. Try as they might to find meaning, challenge, and room for autonomy, their work situation defeats them. The way their work is structured means that there really is little reason to do these jobs except for pay.


 According to a massive report published in 2013 by Gallup, the Washington, D.C.-based polling organization, there are twice as many “actively disengaged” workers in the world as there are “engaged” workers who like their jobs. Gallup has been measuring international employee satisfaction for almost two decades. In total it has polled 25 million employees in 189 different countries. The latest version gathered information from 230,000 full-time and part-time workers in 142 countries. Overall, Gallup found that only 13 percent of workers feel engaged by their jobs. These people feel a sense of passion for their work and they spend their days helping to move their organizations forward. The vast majority of us, some 63 percent, are not engaged. We are checked out, sleepwalking through our days, putting little energy into our work. And the rest of us are actively disengaged, actually hating
 our jobs. In other words, work is more often a source of frustration than one of fulfillment for nearly 90 percent of the world’s workers. Think of the social, emotional, and perhaps even economic waste that this statistic represents. Ninety percent of adults spend half their waking lives doing things they would rather not be doing at places they would rather not be.

The questions Gallup asks capture many of the reasons for work I just listed. The opportunity to do our work “right,” to do our best, to be encouraged to develop and learn, to feel appreciated by coworkers and supervisors, to feel that our opinions count, to feel that what we do is important, and to have good friends at work are all aspects of work that the survey taps. And for the overwhelming majority of people, work falls short—very short. The question is why? This book will offer an answer.
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The False Rationale

For more than two centuries, we have absorbed, as a society and as individuals, some false ideas about our relationship to work. It is a long-accepted tenet of economics, buttressed by some theories from psychology, that if you want to get someone—an employee, a student, a government official, your own child—to do something, you have to make it worth his or her while. People do things for incentives, for rewards, for money. You can see this view operating in the “carrot and stick” approach that has dominated efforts to solve the world’s recent financial crisis. To prevent a financial meltdown from happening again, people argued, we needed to replace the “dumb” incentives that led to it with “smarter” ones. We had to get incentives right. Nothing else really mattered. This idea animated the inventor of the free market, Adam Smith. In The Wealth of Nations
 , published in 1776, he wrote that:

It is in the inherent interest of every man to live as much at his ease as he can; and if his emoluments are to be precisely the same whether he does or does not perform some very laborious duty, to perform it in as careless and slovenly a manner that authority will permit.

In other words, people work for pay—nothing more and nothing less. Smith’s belief in the power of incentives led him to 
 argue for organizing work by dividing labor into simple, easily repeated, essentially meaningless units. As long as people were getting paid for what they did, it didn’t matter very much what their jobs entailed. And by dividing labor into little bits, society would gain enormous productive efficiency. In extolling the virtues of the division of labor, Smith offered a description of a pin factory that has become famous:

One man draws out the wire, another straits it, a third cuts it, a fourth points it, a fifth grinds it at the top for receiving the head . . . I have seen a small manufactory of this kind where ten men only were employed. . . . They could make among them upwards of forty-eight thousand pins a day. . . . But if they had all wrought separately and independently . . . they certainly could not, each of them, make twenty.

As we will see later, Smith’s view of human beings was far more subtle, complex, and nuanced than what is captured in the quotes above. He did not believe that “man at work” told the full story, or even the most important story, about human nature. But in the hands of Smith’s descendants, much of the nuance and subtlety was lost. More than a century later, Smith’s views about work guided the father of what came to be called the “scientific management” movement, Frederick Winslow Taylor. Taylor used meticulous time and motion studies to refine the factory, as envisioned by Smith, so that human laborers were part of a well-oiled machine. And he designed compensation schemes that pushed employees to work hard, work fast, and work accurately. 
 Not long after that, Smith’s view was echoed in the thinking of the major figure in the psychology of the mid-twentieth century, B. F. Skinner. Skinner’s studies of rats and pigeons engaged in simple, repetitive tasks, over and over again, for rewards of food or water, provided the mantle of scientific rigor and a theoretical rationale for the workplace innovations developed by Taylor. Skinner showed that the behavior of animals could be powerfully influenced and precisely controlled by manipulating the amount and frequency of the rewards the behavior produced. Just as Taylor found that piecework (a fixed payment for each task completed) produced high performance in the factory, Skinner found that the pigeon equivalent of piecework produced high performance in the laboratory.

You might ask why anyone would choose to work in Smith’s pin factory, putting heads on pins, minute after minute, hour after hour, day after day. Smith’s answer was that, of course, people wouldn’t enjoy working in the pin factory. But they wouldn’t enjoy working anywhere. What Smith was telling us is that the only reason people do any kind of work is for the payoffs it produces. And as long as it produces adequate payoffs, what the work itself consists of doesn’t matter.

Adam Smith was mistaken about our attitudes and aspirations regarding work. But as capitalism developed in his shadow, under the sway of the “incentive theory of everything,” a mode of work evolved in which all the other satisfactions that might come from it were neglected or eliminated. And so it came to be that all over the planet, people trudged off to work each day with little expectation of meaning, engagement, or 
 challenge. Because there was no reason to work except for the paycheck, they worked for the paycheck. So it came to be that Smith’s mistaken idea about why people work became true.

I don’t mean to suggest here that work was bliss prior to the industrial revolution. By no means. But the work of farmers, craftsmen, and shopkeepers, hard though it may have been, offered people a fair amount of discretion, autonomy, and variety in what they did each day. It gave them a chance to use their ingenuity to solve problems as they arose and to develop more effective ways to get their work done. All that opportunity was left behind when people walked through the factory doors.

Making False Ideas True

You might agree with Smith. You might believe that for most people, by their very natures, work is about pay and nothing more. Only the “elite” want challenge, meaning, and engagement, and can expect it from their work. Aside from being more than a little arrogant, this view is incorrect. Many people who do what we think of as mundane jobs—janitors, factory workers, call-center employees—care about more than the wage. And plenty of professionals work just for the money. What people come to seek in work largely depends on what their work makes available. And the conditions of human labor created by the industrial revolution, and perpetuated thanks in part to theories from the social sciences, have systematically deprived people of fulfillment from their work. In doing so, they have deprived people of an important source of satisfaction—and produced inferior workers in the bargain.


 The lesson here is that just how important material incentives are to people will depend on how the human workplace is structured. And if we structure it in keeping with the false idea that people work only for pay, we’ll create workplaces that make this false idea true. Thus, it’s not true that “you just can’t get good help anymore.” It is
 true that you just can’t get good help anymore when you only give people work to do that is deadening and soulless. What it takes to “get good help” is jobs that people want to do. And we’ll see that this aspiration for good work is not “pie-in-the-sky” idealism. It is well within our grasp.

It should be said that over the years, management theory and practice have gone through periods in which the diverse motives people bring to the workplace have been acknowledged—even celebrated—and managers have been encouraged to structure the work lives of their employees so that engagement and meaning in work are possible, both for the good of the employee and for the good of the organization. Douglas McGregor’s “Theory Y” was an especially influential effort along these lines a half century ago, and Stephen Barley and Gideon Kunda published an important article documenting how such ideas about management have waxed and waned over the years. But somehow, ideas like these have never stuck. The unorthodox, attention-grabbing practices of Google and other high-flying Silicon Valley companies may give the impression that assembly-line drudgery is a thing of the past. But like gravitational force, the notion that people work only for pay has repeatedly brought loftier hopes about what is possible in the workplace back down 
 to earth. Over the centuries, Adam Smith’s ideas about human nature have proven extremely resilient indeed.

Ideas or theories about human nature have a unique place in the sciences. We don’t have to worry that the cosmos will be changed by our theories about the cosmos. The planets really don’t care what we think or how we theorize about them. But we do have to worry that human nature will be changed by our theories of human nature. Forty years ago, the distinguished anthropologist Clifford Geertz said that human beings are “unfinished animals.” What he meant is that it is human nature to have a human nature that is very much the product of the society that surrounds us. That
 human nature is more created than discovered. We “design” human nature, by designing the institutions within which people live. So we must ask ourselves just what kind of a human nature we want to help design.

If we want to help design a human nature that seeks and finds challenge, engagement, meaning, and satisfaction from work, we have to start building our way out of a deep hole that almost three centuries of misconceptions about human motivation and human nature have put us in, and help foster workplaces in which challenge, engagement, meaning, and satisfaction are possible.
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When Work Is Good

Confronted with evidence that so few people in the world get satisfaction from their work, we need to ask why. Two ready explanations come to mind. First, many of us believe that only certain kinds of jobs permit people to find meaning, engagement, discretion, and autonomy, and opportunities to learn and grow. If we take this view, good work is just going to be the province of the few—lawyers, doctors, bankers, teachers, software developers, company CEOs, and so on. For everyone else, work will be about the paycheck. It’s just the way things are. Us and them.

Alternatively, we might take the view that pretty much every job has the potential to offer people satisfying work. What stands in the way is the incredible efficiency associated with routinized, assembly-line type work. Assembly-line work can be done by people with low skill and little training, and it is responsible for the explosive economic growth we have witnessed since the beginning of the industrial revolution. Unsatisfying work is just the price people pay for a society in which affordable cars, cable TV, cell phones, and computers are the norm. Adam Smith certainly articulated this view when he talked about the growth of productivity that accompanied the division of labor in the pin factory.

So either satisfying work is not for everybody, or unsatisfying work is the price we pay for material prosperity, or both. Both of 
 these answers to the “why” question are plausible. But both of these answers are wrong.

Cleaning Hospitals

Luke works as a custodian in a major teaching hospital. In an interview with researcher Amy Wrzesniewski and her collaborators, who were studying how people structure their work, Luke reported an incident in which he cleaned a comatose young patient’s room—twice. He had already done it once, but the patient’s father, who had been keeping a vigil for months, hadn’t seen Luke clean the room and had snapped at him. So Luke cleaned it again. Graciously. Why? Luke explained it like this:

Luke: I kind of knew the situation about his son. His son had been here for a long time and . . . from what I hear, his son had got into a fight and he was paralyzed. That’s why he got there, and he was in a coma and he wasn’t coming out of the coma . . . Well . . . I went and cleaned his room. His father would stay here every day, all day, but he smoked cigarettes. So, he had went out to smoke a cigarette and after I cleaned the room, he came back up to the room. I ran into him in the hall, and he just freaked out . . . telling me I didn’t do it. I didn’t clean the room and all this stuff. And at first, I got on the defensive, and I was going to argue with him. But I don’t know. Something caught me and I said, “I’m sorry. I’ll go clean the room.”

Interviewer: And you cleaned it again?

Luke: Yeah, I cleaned it so that he could see me clean it . . . I can understand how he could be. It was like six months that 
 his son was here. He’d be a little frustrated, and so I cleaned it again. But I wasn’t angry with him. I guess I could understand.

Nothing about this interaction is built into Luke’s work as a custodian. Look at his job description:

– Operate carpet shampooing and upholstery cleaning equipment

– Operate mechanical cleaning and scrubbing equipment

– Strip and wax floor surfaces

– Maintain entrance area by performing such duties as sweeping, salting, and shoveling

– Clean grounds and area by performing such duties as picking up paper or trash

– Unplug commodes, urinals, and sink drains without dismantling the fixture

– Wet mop floors and stairways

– Collect and dispose of soiled linen

– Operate vacuum cleaning equipment

– Clean and wax furniture, cases, fixtures, and furnishings

– Clean mirrors, interior side of exterior glass, and both sides of interior glass

– Clean toilet rooms and fixtures

– Stock restroom supplies

– Dust venetian blinds while standing on floor or stool

– Clean patient bedside equipment

– Make beds and change linen

– Collect and transport waste materials to central location


– Wet mop small areas of floor or stairs to clean up such items as spilled liquid or food

– Replace burned-out incandescent lightbulbs

– Move and arrange furniture and furnishings

– Collect and transport soiled linen to central location

Luke’s job description says nothing about responsibility or care for patients and their families. He has a long list of duties, but not a single item on the list even mentions interacting with another human being. From this description, Luke could be working in a shoe factory or a mortuary instead of a hospital.

If Luke were doing the job laid out by the job description, it would have been reasonable for him simply to have explained to the patient’s father that he’d already cleaned the room, and perhaps to have brought in a supervisor to mediate if the father remained angry. Luke might have ignored the man and just gone about his business. He might have gotten angry himself.

But Luke was doing a different job than his official description would suggest. That’s what Wrzesniewski and her colleagues found when they conducted in-depth interviews with Luke and other hospital custodians. The researchers had asked the custodians to talk about their jobs, and the custodians began to tell them stories about what they did. Luke’s stories told them that his “official” duties were only one part of his real
 job, and that another central part of his job was to make the patients and their families feel comfortable, to cheer them up when they were down, to encourage them and divert them from their pain and their fear, and to give them a willing ear if they 
 felt like talking. Luke wanted to do something more than mere custodial work.

What Luke sought in his work was shaped by the aims—what Aristotle would call the telos
 —of his organization. The telos of the hospital—promoting health, curing illness, relieving suffering—was embedded in Luke’s approach to his job. The amazing thing Wrzesniewski and her colleagues discovered about Luke and many of his coworkers was that they understood and internalized these aims in spite of
 their official job description, not because of it. The job they were actually doing was one they had shaped for themselves in light of the telos
 of medical care. Ben, another custodian, told the researchers how he stopped mopping the hallway floor because a patient who was recovering from major surgery was out of his bed getting a little much-needed exercise by walking slowly up and down the hall. Corey told them about how he ignored his supervisor’s admonitions and refrained from vacuuming the visitors’ lounge while some family members, who were there all day, every day, happened to be napping. These custodians shaped their jobs with the central purpose of the hospital in mind.


Job crafting
 is what Wrzesniewski and her colleagues called it. Luke, Ben, and Corey were not generic custodians; they were hospital
 custodians. They saw themselves as playing an important role in an institution whose aim is to see to the care and welfare of patients. So, when Luke was confronted by the angry father and he had to decide what to do, he could not look the answer up in his official job description because the rules 
 that defined his job said nothing about situations like this. What guided him was the aim of the job he had crafted.

What is it that enabled Luke to do work like this? First, Luke’s job gave him broad discretion when it came to social interactions with the patients. He didn’t have a supervisor looking over his shoulder every minute. Further, the challenge of getting these social interactions right was engaging. Meeting the challenge demanded empathy, good listening, and the perceptiveness to know when to stay in the background and when to come forward, when to joke and when to comfort. Having the skills to do this work well made Luke’s day. And it likely helped to make the patients’ days better as well.

Finally, Luke believed in the purposes of the enterprise of which he was a part. A belief like this helped make his work meaningful. Yes, Luke and his colleagues were custodians. But they were custodians in a hospital
 —a place where staff struggles to cure disease and alleviate suffering, and where every day, as people go about their jobs, lives hang in the balance. As Peter Warr, a professor of work psychology, has pointed out, to be satisfied with our work, we typically need a belief in the purpose of what we do.

Amy Wrzesniewski’s research systematizes the aspects of work that help people find meaning and satisfaction, even in occupations like hospital cleaning, that don’t seem to lend themselves to it. She calls work that has such characteristics a “calling” and distinguishes it from work that is a “job” or a “career.” People who see their work as a “job” enjoy little discretion and experience minimal engagement or meaning. People with 
 jobs see work as a necessity of life, they work for pay, they would switch jobs if given the chance to earn more money, they can’t wait to retire, and they would not encourage their friends or children to follow in their footsteps. They are the embodiment of Adam Smith’s ideas about people’s attitudes toward work.

People who see their work as a “career” generally enjoy more discretion and are more engaged. They may even enjoy what they do. But their focus is on advancement. They see themselves as following a trajectory that leads to promotion, higher salary, and better work.

It is people who see their work as a “calling” who find it most satisfying. For them, work is one of the most important parts of life, they are pleased to be doing it, it is a vital part of their identity, they believe their work makes the world a better place, and they would encourage their friends and children to do this kind of work. People whose work is a calling get great satisfaction from what they do.

What, then, determines how people think about their work? To some degree, it depends on characteristics of the person. That is, differences in the way people approach their work are explained by the attitudes they bring to their work—who they
 are, not what the work is. After all, not every hospital custodian is like Luke, Ben, and Corey.

But the kind of work one does is also a major factor. It is easier to find meaning and engagement in some kinds of work than in others. Take discretion, engagement, and meaning out of work and people feel less “called” to it and get less satisfaction from doing it. As they get less satisfaction from doing it, they do it less 
 well. As they do it less well, their supervisors take even more discretion away.

Wrzesniewski’s interviews with hospital custodians revealed, again and again, that their greatest source of satisfaction came from their interactions with patients. That is when they felt the most useful, the most important, the most skilled. And having staff members like Luke is a precious resource. What a gift for the patients, the hospital, and the custodians themselves that there are employees who want to be a part of the caring mission of a hospital, who are willing to learn how to do it well, and who take great satisfaction and pride in their work. “Making a patient smile can make my day,” one custodian explained to Wrzesniewski.

Carlotta, a colleague of Luke’s, told Wrzesniewski about her custodial work in a unit of the hospital where people recovered from various brain injuries and were often comatose for extended periods of time. Carlotta took it upon herself to change the pictures on the walls in these patients’ rooms as a subtle means of cheering them up by hinting that they are making progress. As Carlotta described it: “Sometimes I’ll change the pictures on the wall, like every week, ’cause our patients stay for months and months and months . . . so they know they’re getting that much closer to being home.” Carlotta was clear about the joy this kind of effort brought her:

I enjoy entertaining the patients. That’s what I enjoy the most. And that is not really part of my job description. But I like putting on a show for them, per se. Dancing if there is a certain song on. I get to dance and if a talk show is on, I get to talk about that talk 
 show or whatever. That’s what I enjoy the most. I enjoy making the patients laugh.

But Carlotta not only knew when and how to make a patient laugh, and took joy in doing so. She also knew when care involved a strong hand and a brave heart, and this too made her work a source of satisfaction. Carlotta explained:

One of our patients was in distress and he was a quad [quadriplegic], and I just happened to be there when he was stressing out, and so I pushed the button [for staff assistance] and I told them to get in here. . . . They were drawing his blood in one arm and trying to stick an IV in the other and he wasn’t into needles . . . so I stayed with him while the nurses did what they had to do because he was sliding out of his wheelchair, he was getting ready to pass out, you know, and so the nurse wanted to take his blood pressure and he wouldn’t let her because he was kind of upset with them, and I explained to him, I said, “Well, listen, I’m going to give you five minutes to kind of calm down, but they have to take your blood pressure to make sure everything else is going all right, and I will stay in here with you.” So that’s what I did, I stayed there with him and let him calm down and I told the nurse, “Come on in and take his blood pressure.” . . . From that point on I think we were buddies for life. . . . I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.

Luke and Carlotta were not actively encouraged to craft their work into callings. Meaningful and engaged work emerged 
 because they wanted to craft their jobs into callings, and—and this is key—because it was not forbidden.

Why would anyone forbid people to work the way Luke and Carlotta work? One reason is efficiency. If custodians just put their heads down and go about ticking off the items in their job descriptions, they’ll get “more” done. As a result, the hospital can employ fewer of them, and give them more rooms to clean. The hospital will save money.

A second reason is the desire on the part of managers for control. If custodians simply go about performing the items in their job description, then supervisors control what they do by controlling the job description. But if they start freelancing—deviating from their scripts to step into the breach when help is needed, then control moves from the manager to the managed. Many years ago, economist Stephen Marglin wrote an important article called “What Do Bosses Do?” in which he argued that a central and often unacknowledged consequence of the assembly-line division of labor is that it takes control of the job away from the person who is doing it and gives it to the boss—the person who constructs the assembly line.

So, in the service of efficiency and control, a manager could beat the improvisations of Luke and Carlotta out of them. Their work would be much impoverished, and the hospital would run less well, as a result.

Making Carpet

You might think it’s relatively easy to find meaning and purpose in your work—regardless of the job—if you’re working in 
 a hospital that is saving lives every day. Judging from my own experience observing how invisible custodians and other “dirty workers” are to those around them, I don’t think it’s easy at all. But let’s suppose it is. Would you say the same thing about people who work in a factory that makes carpet?

About twenty years ago, Ray Anderson, the late CEO of the immensely successful carpet manufacturer, Interface, had what he described as an epiphany. Here he was, with more money than he or his heirs would know what to do with, when he realized that his company was poisoning the environment. Carpet making is (or was) a petroleum-intensive industry and Interface’s environmental footprint was huge. Anderson wondered what good it would do to leave his grandchildren great wealth if the price of accumulating that wealth was an uninhabitable planet. So Anderson resolved to transform every aspect of Interface’s operations, moving to achieve a zero footprint goal by 2020. He assumed that the development of new production processes and a commitment to pollution control would cost money—a lot of it. But he was willing to sacrifice the bottom line to achieve a social good.

So Interface began a journey to change what it makes, how it makes it, and what it does with its waste. As of 2013, it had cut energy use in half, shifted to renewable energy, and cut waste to a tenth of what it was. How much profit was sacrificed? None at all! Interface employees were so motivated by the opportunity to work for the common good, and challenged by the need to find innovative modifications of the production process, that their work became much more effective and efficient. And the company, realizing that its new mission would demand creative 
 partnership from top to bottom of the organization, flattened its hierarchy and gave employees much more discretion and control over what they did. The strength of the company’s shared vision encouraged collaboration and cooperation. Progress toward sustainability required creative solutions. So a culture that encouraged openness and allowed for failure emerged. In the company’s words:

The evidence of a successful, lasting cultural change at Interface can be found in the great number of innovations conceived of and implemented by employees on the shop floor. Interface employees are connected to something bigger than making carpet. Sustainability has inspired and empowered associates with a committed sense of higher purpose.

The result of Anderson’s vision, twenty years out, is a company that remains extremely successful and is populated by employees who are eager to come to work every day. He documented the transformation of Interface in his 2009 book, Confessions of a Radical Industrialist: Profits, People, Purpose—Doing Business by Respecting the Earth
 . You don’t need to be working for an organization that saves lives to find meaning and purpose in what you do. You just need to be doing work that makes people’s lives better.

Cutting Hair

It’s true that the people who work at Interface don’t save lives, but they are on a mission to save the planet. Few of us can find 
 such a noble calling in what we do. What about people whose work is not globally impactful—restaurant servers, plumbers, roofers, welders, hairdressers, and office workers? Here, too, it is possible to find enormous meaning and satisfaction in what you do. When Amy Wrzesniewski was studying jobs, careers, and callings, one of her samples of employees was a set of administrative assistants working at a college. She found that roughly a third of them viewed their work as a calling; they were providing key logistical support for faculty who were working to shape the minds of the next generation. What could be more meaningful than that?

Mike Rose interviewed people with everyday, blue-collar jobs in The Mind at Work
 . His chapter on hairdressers is particularly eye opening. To be sure, hairdressers need to acquire a set of technical skills—for cutting, coloring, and styling hair. And many, perhaps most of them, see what they do as requiring a fair amount of creativity. But what makes the job meaningful, I think, is the skill they acquire in interacting with clients. What does a client mean when she says she wants this haircut a little “fresher”? How do you talk a client out of a haircut that looks great on the long, angular face of the model whose photo she has brought in but will look terrible on the client’s pumpkin-shaped face? How do you help clients feel good about their appearance—confident as they leave the shop to face the world? The hairdressers Rose interviewed were proud of their technical skills and reveled in the complexity of such a seemingly simple act as cutting hair. But they were also proud of their ability to understand, talk to, and manage people. This was an essential part of their 
 job. And doing it well could make a big difference to the quality of the lives of the people they served.

“It’s important to hear
 my client,” said one stylist. “The consultation is the most important moment of the haircut.” “Don’t assume you know what they want,” said another stylist, “because they
 may not even know what they want.” Another stylist pointed out that a client will say, “I want an inch off,” then show you two inches with her fingers. Appreciative clients say things like this about their stylists: “She listens.” She “respects what I want.” She “sees what I mean.” Stylists who love their work love its technical complexity and room for creativity. But also “I just like making people happy. . . . People leave my chair happy because of what I did for them. You really don’t get that out of too many jobs, you know, that you’re gonna affect people like that.” Another stylist observed that “This is a business that is unlike most; there’s something very nurturing about it. It is one of the few places in our society where you have permission to touch people. It’s so intimate. We humans have a need for connection.”

The lesson from the custodians, the carpet makers, and the hairdressers is that virtually any job has the potential to offer people satisfaction. Jobs can be organized to include variety, complexity, skill development, and growth. They can be organized to provide the people who do them with a measure of autonomy. And perhaps most important, they can be made meaningful by connecting them to the welfare of others.

This last point just can’t be overemphasized. Management researcher Adam Grant and various collaborators have shown that just by making salient the potential effects of one’s work 
 on others, a work force can be inspired. Consider this example. Many universities employ undergraduates to reach out by phone to alumni and parents of current students and ask for contributions. What could be more delightful than a call from your alma mater, asking for money? Do you pick it up when caller ID tells you who’s calling? If you do, do you politely let the solicitor finish her spiel? If, by some miracle, you do, do you actually make a contribution? These calls are annoying and nervy, after all the money you paid in tuition. Now imagine yourself on the other end, spending two or three hours making calls to people who don’t want to answer them, and soliciting people who don’t want to respond. It’s a tough way to make a living, and the success rate of these solicitations is minuscule. But what Grant found is that a tiny intervention, designed to remind callers of the purpose of their calls, was transformative. Grant arranged for solicitors to be visited by a student who owed his life-changing scholarship to phone solicitations just like this. The student was effusive in his enthusiasm for his education and his gratitude to those who made it possible.

Having heard the student, the solicitors went off to do their excruciating jobs. Miraculously, their performance was transformed. They made more calls per hour, and got many more contributions, than did a comparable group of solicitors who had not heard the student. Same job. Same pay. But inspired by seeing the effects of their efforts vividly portrayed, twice as effective. Such is the power of giving work meaning and significance.

Perhaps it goes without saying that doctors, lawyers, educators, and other professionals often do work they find 
 meaningful, significant, and fulfilling. But now we’ve seen that custodians, carpet factory workers, hairdressers, and phone solicitors can find an equal level of meaning and fulfillment. To have a job that you are happy—even eager—to do, it helps if the work itself is challenging, varied, and engaging. It helps if the work gives you the chance to use your skills and develop more skills. It helps if you have discretion over how you do your job. It helps if you feel that you are part of a group, with fellow workers you respect. And most important, it helps if the work is aimed at a goal that is valuable and gives the work you do meaning and purpose. The hospital custodians washed floors the same way custodians in an office building would, but with a higher purpose. The same could be said of Adam Grant’s phone solicitors. Whereas good work need not have all of these positive characteristics, this last one—a sense of higher purpose—may be close to indispensable.

Though all the hospital custodians interviewed by Wrzesniewski were doing the same nominal job, not all of them were doing it like Luke or Carlotta. So it is possible that if people bring the right attitude to their work, almost any job can provide satisfaction, and if they don’t bring the right attitude, no job will provide satisfaction.

There is no doubt that the attitudes people bring to their work are important, but I think there are limits to what an individual can do psychologically to interpret a soulless job as a meaningful one. Those people working in Adam Smith’s pin factory would have to do quite a psychological number on themselves in order to see their work as engaging and purposeful. That said, 
 often it doesn’t take a lot to turn almost any job into an opportunity for meaning and engagement. Doing so makes work better for the workers. It also makes work better for the people they serve and for the companies that employ them.

This last fact should give you real pause. If satisfying work makes for better workers, surely market competition would have seen to it that every company organized work to enable employees to get satisfaction out of the jobs they did. If the work environment at your company was rigid, monotonous, hierarchical, and punitive, a competitor would create a less hostile workplace, nurture more productive workers, and drive your company out of business. We’ve been doing this market-competition thing for a long time, and you’d think that by now, conditions of work would surely have evolved to produce maximum efficiency.

If you thought that, you’d be wrong. Such is the power of the ideology about people’s distaste for work that was handed down by Adam Smith and elaborated on since. Management expert Jeffrey Pfeffer laid it all out in his book The Human Equation
 . Pfeffer’s book was not concerned especially with asking what it takes to create workplaces in which people thrive. He was asking what it takes to create workplaces that succeed—that make for growing, sustainably profitable companies. But based on his analysis of many companies in many different lines of business, what makes for successful companies overlaps substantially with what makes for good work. In his words, a good company nurtures “high commitment” workers, and high commitment workers care about doing their jobs well. Pfeffer identifies a number of factors that effective organizations have in common:


 1. They provide a high degree of employment security, which builds employee loyalty and trust.

2. They rely on self-managed teams and decentralized decision-making. That is, employees are given a lot of discretion and autonomy. This also enhances trust, in addition to reducing the need for employees whose main job is to watch other employees.

3. They pay more than the market demands, which makes employees feel valued. But they don’t rely very much on individual incentives to induce people to work hard. When the company does well, all employees benefit through some form of gain sharing. They’re all in it together.

4. They provide extensive training, both when people start to work and as an ongoing process. This training represents a significant investment in employees, which again builds loyalty and trust. And continued training means that employees keep facing new challenges and developing new skills. By way of contrast, Pfeffer reports a study showing that in the automobile industry, Japan spends an average of 364 hours training each new employee, Europe spends 178, and the United States spends 21.

5. They measure employee performance, but they don’t over
 measure employee performance, trusting that their employees will want to do right by the company and, with enough training, will succeed.

6. They put great emphasis on the company mission, not just in occasional speeches by the CEO, but in day-to-day practices up and down the organization.


 Companies that have all or most of these characteristics are industry leaders, across many industries. Companies that rely on performance bonuses and other incentives, on close supervision, on minimizing individual employee responsibility and discretion, and on saving money on training by designing jobs that don’t take much training, lag behind. And Pfeffer suggests something of a downward spiral. A company starts to have trouble, because of low profits, high costs, and poor customer service. This leads to efforts to cut costs and make the company “lean and mean”: less training, salary reductions, layoffs, part-time workers, a freeze on hiring and promotion. These changes lead to decreased worker motivation to excel, decreased effort, even worse customer service, less job satisfaction and more turnover, which in turn leads to more trouble for the business. In short, you take discretion, engagement, and meaning out of work and people get less satisfaction from doing it. As they get less satisfaction from doing it, they do it less well. As they do it less well, their supervisors take even more discretion away. The “cure” makes the disease even worse.

Turning a “Vicious Cycle” into a “Virtuous Cycle”

As Pfeffer describes it, the knee-jerk response to competitive pressure—cutting staff, speeding up workers, monitoring performance closely—makes the situation worse, by reducing the effectiveness (and the satisfaction) of the workforce. Thus, it creates a vicious cycle, as the more employers do to try to regain their edge, the further behind they fall. By contrast, paying attention to enhancing the character of work creates what we 
 might call a virtuous cycle. When people find engagement and meaning in the work they do, it makes them happy to go to work, and as psychologist Barbara Fredrickson has shown, when people are happy, they work better and they work smarter. Much of Fredrickson’s work is summarized in her book Positivity
 , and her central insight is that when people are in states of positive emotion, they think expansively and creatively. They are in what Fredrickson calls a “broaden and build” mode of engagement with the world. When people are in states of negative emotion, in contrast, they hunker down defensively, worried about making mistakes or going wrong. Danger gives us tunnel vision. But when we’re not under threat, and get satisfaction from the work we do, our positive emotional state will enable us to do better work, which in turn will create more positive emotion, which in turn will promote even better work, and so on. Positivity nurtures itself, and an environment is created in which the work just keeps getting better, and the workers just keep getting more satisfaction out of what they do. Everybody wins—the workers, their employers, and the clients and customers.

There is something to notice about the theory of how competitive markets work that should make us optimistic that satisfying work is within the grasp of every employee at every organization. Market theory tells us that each transaction is what is called “positive-sum.” In other words, both the buyer and the seller of goods or services gains from the transaction. If I wasn’t going to benefit from buying the shirt I’m considering, I wouldn’t buy it. And if you weren’t going to benefit from selling me the shirt, you wouldn’t sell it. So in theory, every market 
 transaction leaves both parties better off. This positive-sum structure is in contrast to, say, a poker game, in which every dollar that someone wins is a dollar that someone else loses. What this market logic means is that virtually every job that people do can be seen as improving the lives of customers, even if only in small ways. And what that means is that virtually every job that people do can be made meaningful by focusing on the ways in which it improves the lives of customers, as long as it’s done right and done well.

We can see the virtuous cycle played out in the story of Market Basket, a grocery chain with stores scattered throughout New England. In 1917, two Greek immigrants, Athanasios and Efrosini Demoulas, opened a small grocery store in Lowell, Massachusetts. Over time, the one small store grew to many large ones, spreading throughout New England, and leadership was passed down to the next generation. Though the business continued to grow and prosper, there was almost continuous acrimony among the family members who owned and ran it. Law suits proliferated, fights for control escalated, and accusations of sabotage flew. Control eventually devolved into the hands of two cousins, Arthur S. and Arthur T. Demoulas. Though Arthur T. was president of the company, Arthur S. controlled a slight majority of the stock, and the conflict continued. But through it all, the supermarket chain continued to thrive. Market Basket now has more than seventy stores and employs more than twenty thousand people.

By almost all accounts, Arthur T. ran the business as if it were still an intimate, family operation. Employees were paid well 
 and participated in profit sharing. But perhaps more important, Arthur T. took an interest in them personally, knowing many employees by name, and making sure he was familiar with their family circumstances. He and his employees, in turn, treated the customers as family, keeping prices low and products wholesome and high quality. Market Basket even lowered its prices by 4 percent, across the board, in response to the economic downturn that followed the financial collapse of 2008 and had devastated the lives of many customers. “Our customers need the money more than we do,” Arthur T. said. Market Basket employees worked with dedication, enthusiasm, and a spirit of cooperation, committed to the views that their own work was important and respected, and that they were performing a vital community function.

But all was not well. The family feud continued and in June of 2014 Arthur T. was fired. And then something amazing happened. Many employees responded by refusing to go to work. They did this at the risk of losing their jobs, at a time when no one could take having a job for granted. And customers joined in, refusing to continue shopping at the store. Here were many thousands of working-class people rising up in support of a billionaire. The shelves grew emptier and emptier. The stores became virtual ghost towns. This went on for two months, imperiling the future of the company. Finally, at the end of August 2014, Arthur T. agreed to buy out his rival relatives and was restored as president. After much celebration, employees went back to work, food went back on the shelves, and customers went back to the aisles.


 “We keep it as simple as possible for people,” Arthur T. said in an interview. “We keep costs low and quality high. We keep the stores clean and offer service with a smile. And if at the end of the day you have some success, then you share that with the associates.” Asked to explain the broad support he got from customers and employees alike, Arthur T. said that, “I think so many people could relate to it because it affects everyone. If everyone in the workplace is equal and treated with dignity, they work with a little extra passion, a little extra dedication. I think that’s a wonderful business message to the world.”

Why do we find stories like this so inspiring? They inspire us because they surprise us. We simply don’t expect to find this kind of dedication and commitment from employees who do checkout, bagging, shelf-stocking, product delivery, or deli service—even when we are those workers, ourselves—nor do we expect the people who own supermarkets to prioritize anything but the bottom line. We don’t expect this kind of empathy in the workplace. Yet, at Market Basket, it’s there. Why? And why is it that so few of us have stories like this to tell about our own work?

In It for the Money

In Jeffrey Pfeffer’s telling, supported by the Gallup survey on work satisfaction, the striking thing about good management practices is how rare they are. We may not expect business leaders to ask themselves “How can I make my employees’ lives better by restructuring their jobs?” But we surely would expect them to ask themselves “How can I make my business better by restructuring employees’ jobs?” As Adam Smith 
 famously imagined in describing the “invisible hand” of market competition, when markets are competitive, we don’t need good intentions to improve human welfare; competition among selfish individuals does it for us. If competition will improve the lives of consumers of goods and services, as no doubt it has, surely it should also improve the lives of producers
 of goods and services as well. Good practices should drive out the bad. To some degree, in some occupations, this has happened. Managers have slowly come to realize that the organization benefits from enabling people to do work that they actually want to do. But it hasn’t penetrated very deeply into the bowels of organizations. For the educated elite, work isn’t just about money. But for the rank and file, what else is there but money? Recall Adam Smith:

It is in the inherent interest of every man to live as much at his ease as he can; and if his emoluments are to be precisely the same whether he does or does not perform some very laborious duty, to perform it in as careless and slovenly a manner that authority will permit.

If you are a business owner who believes Smith’s account of the rank and file, then you design a system to manage them based on this belief. Such a system will rely on wages to motivate, and highly monitored, simplified routine, so that laziness and inattention won’t have disastrous consequences. And in such a system, Adam Smith will be right. Why else would someone show up at the pin factory every day except for the wage?


 The two standard methods for managing disinterested workers are material incentives (wages) and close monitoring of work that has been routinized. Carrots and sticks. What is striking is that, in the analysis that Pfeffer offers, both
 of these tools have negative effects on employee engagement and work satisfaction. Nonetheless, they are the first tools that employers reach for. This not only prevents custodians and assembly-line workers from having good work, but as it trickles up to higher and higher levels of the organization, it can warp almost any work into bad work.
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How Good Work Goes Bad: Rules and Incentives over Integrity

Toward the end of high school and early in college, I had a series of summer jobs that taught me a lot about what most work is like. One summer I worked in a clothing factory. My job was to take garments that had been readied for pressing and bring them to the pressers. These men (they were all men) spent eight hours a day, every day, performing the same operations, over and over again. The factory heat was intense (no air-conditioning), but around the pressing machines it was close to unbearable. And the pressers were being paid by the piece, so that the faster they worked, the more they earned. And they worked plenty fast. The lesson I learned from watching these men toil was simple: Stay in school.

After several weeks of this work, I was shifted to a different job, bringing finished garments to a group of women (they were all women) for final inspection before the garments left the factory. Work was a little less unpleasant for the inspectors than for the pressers. They were sitting rather than standing. They were not near the pressing-machine infernos. And they got paid by the hour. As a result, the pace of their work was a little more relaxed, and they passed the time chatting and gossiping with one another as they inspected the clothing. They barely paid attention to what they were doing. Like the pressers, the inspectors did the same thing over and over again. But they managed 
 to make their work automatic enough that their minds could be otherwise engaged. Stay in school.

The next summer, I worked in an air-conditioned office, filing financial reports. There were a half-dozen other young men (we were all men) doing just what I was doing. The work was mind numbing. Eight hours felt like a week. And we all had to look as though our minds were on our work because we worked in the center of a very large room, surrounded by the cubicles of our superiors, any one of whom might be scrutinizing us at any moment. Stay in school!

The summer after that I was again in a factory, working in the shipping department. Picking clothes off racks, putting them into boxes, and sealing and addressing the boxes was hardly a step up from my previous jobs. But I loved it. I loved it because I was busy. But more important, I loved it because this particular factory was owned by my family (a very small manufacturer of women’s clothing) and for that reason, I felt deeply engaged in contributing to the family business. I watched what was going on around me, thought about ways we might make various parts of the production process work more efficiently, and asked lots of questions. By the end of the summer, I felt that I understood how my family made its living. I can’t honestly say that I thought deeply about how what I was doing might be meaningful and improve the lives of others, but, like the workers at Interface, feeling like I was a key part of a worthwhile enterprise was enough to make me look forward to going to work, and to doing good work myself.

I got one more lesson about what work can be in the next summer, when I worked as a research assistant in a laboratory. 
 The research being done involved experiments on how rewards and punishments controlled the behavior of rats and pigeons. Though I didn’t realize it at the time, this work provided the conceptual underpinning for what I had observed in the clothing factory three years before.

The thing about this job was that the work I actually did could not have been more routine and menial. Take animals out of their cages and transport them to the setting in which the experiment was being done. Push a button to start the experiment. Come back an hour later to record the data, take the animal back to its cage, and repeat the procedure with the next animal. Eight hours a day of pretty unskilled activity. But for me it was thrilling. I was being a scientist. I understood why the experiments were being done, and how they might contribute to our understanding of behavior. Though it was not an official part of my job, I read reports of previous experiments, done by others, that might bear on what we were doing. I thought about what we might discover next, based on the results of the current experiment. And I participated in meetings with all the people working in the lab—my professor, graduate students, and undergraduates like me. This, too, was not part of my job, but doing it eagerly made my official job much more meaningful to me.

So on my path to adulthood, I did some bad work and I did some good work. And the difference between the good and the bad had less to do with my actual duties than it did with the context in which my duties were embedded. Someone working beside me, either in my family’s business or in the psychology lab, might have regarded what she did as just a job, or even a 
 bad job. But not me. There was meaning to be found in those activities, and I was able to find it. The lesson I draw—half a century later—from my varied summer work experiences is that it needn’t take a lot to turn bad work into good. And it needn’t take a lot to turn good work into bad. Here, we’ll investigate how we can turn good work into bad work, largely as a result of the mistaken assumption that the people who are working don’t want to be there, and thus have to be carefully monitored and incentivized to do their work.

Think about Adam Smith’s pin factory. In the name of efficiency, his vision was to divide tasks up into simple, easily repeated operations—operations that took almost no training or skill. You could have someone working productively on the assembly line in no time. And given Smith’s assumptions about human nature, the gain in efficiency was accomplished at no cost. People were lazy by nature and despised work, so by giving them this kind of monotonous work to do, the manager was taking nothing away from them. Pay is what would motivate them to work accurately and quickly.

Henry Ford, of course, created the most famous descendant of Smith’s model, and there is no doubt that it was efficient. The Ford assembly line brought the price of automobiles within the reach of ordinary people. Over the years, the efficiency of factories only grew, as F. W. Taylor, in his book The Principles of Scientific Management
 , laid out in microscopic detail the best ways to divide production into individual jobs, so that little skill or attention was required, and the best way to arrange pay, so that maximum effort would be produced.


 Factories like this have mostly left American shores, but one sees the same pattern played out in modern versions of the factory, like call centers and order-fulfillment centers. Workers in both environments are micromanaged. In call centers, they’re given detailed scripts to follow (which is necessary, since they are often located in a different country, thousands of miles away, have trouble with the language and, beyond the scripts, know almost nothing of the products or services about which they are taking calls). Is this an efficient way for human beings to spend their time? That depends on how you do the accounting. When people have this kind of work to do, they are deprived of the meaning and engagement we encountered in the last chapter. So every worker spends half of his or her waking life deprived. Perhaps the pay compensates, but I don’t think so. And existing research bears me out. In a comprehensive article about the significance of salary to job satisfaction, Timothy Judge and colleagues reviewed the results of eighty-six studies that included about fifteen thousand employees. Their analysis of the data from all these studies combined suggested that level of pay had very little effect on either job satisfaction or pay satisfaction.

So it is unlikely that pay compensates for routinized, meaningless work. More likely, such workers are resigned to living lives in which their work is nothing but drudgery.

The role of assumptions about human nature in maintaining these kinds of workplaces is striking. As Jeffrey Pfeffer detailed in The Human Equation
 , we have thirty years of evidence that organizing work differently not only gives the workers the 
 opportunity to get some satisfaction out of what they do, it also enhances the company’s bottom line. In what has become a famous example of the benefits of organizing production in a way that engages employees, Toyota, whose system of production gives workers a great deal more autonomy and variety in what they do than a typical assembly line, took over a failed General Motors plant in California in 1983. They didn’t change the workforce. They didn’t change the equipment. All they changed was the production system. The result was a dramatic improvement in both productivity and quality. When you create an environment in which workers are respected, they want to be there and they want to work. The labor costs associated with the production of vehicles dropped almost 50 percent under the Toyota production system.

There is little reason to believe that we as a society have learned Toyota’s lesson. Indeed, we seem to have moved in the opposite direction, turning jobs that demand judgment, flexibility, challenge, and engagement into the white-collar equivalent of factory work. Consider education. There is much hand wringing about the failures of American education, which seem to be pervasive. And there seems to be broad agreement that the single biggest factor in determining how much children learn is the quality of the teachers. So what have we done to improve the quality of American schoolteachers? In large part, what we’ve done is create systems that are designed to make teacher quality irrelevant. Curriculum specialists, sitting in offices at boards of education, design curricula that are “idiot proof,” spelling out in excruciating detail how the lessons should go. 
 The idea, borrowed from Adam Smith, Henry Ford, and F. W. Taylor, is that if you create a smart system, you don’t need smart and dedicated teachers. My colleague Ken Sharpe and I documented some examples of rule- and script-driven education a few years ago in our book Practical Wisdom
 . For example, consider Christine Jabbari, a kindergarten teacher in Chicago. On day fifty-three of the school year, Ms. Jabbari joined all the other kindergarten teachers in the Chicago system in teaching the letter B
 to her students. The binder she used identified the section of the Iowa Test of Basic Skills to which that day’s lesson plan corresponded, and provided step-by-step questions and conversation starters.

Script for Day: 053

TITLE: Reading and enjoying literature/words with “b”

TEXT: The Bath


LECTURE: Assemble students on the rug or reading area. . . . Give students a warning about the dangers of hot water. . . . Say, “Listen very quietly as I read the story.” . . . Say, “Think of other pictures that make the same sound as the sound bath begins with.”

The script Jabbari followed was twice as long as the book she was reading.

Or consider Donna Moffett, who taught first grade at a public school in Brooklyn. At forty-six, full of idealism and enthusiasm, she abandoned her $60,000-a-year job as a legal secretary to earn $37,000 teaching in one of New York’s most troubled schools. When she began her “literacy block” 
 at 11:58 one Wednesday in May, she opened the textbook to Section 1, “Pets Are Special Animals.” Her mentor, veteran teacher Marie Buchanan, was sitting in. When Ms. Moffett got to a line about a boy mischievously drawing on a table, she playfully noted, “Just like some students in here.” Mrs. Buchanan frowned. “You don’t have to say that.” When Ms. Moffett turned to a page that suggested an art project related to the story and started passing out paper, Mrs. Buchanan commented: “You’re not going to have time to complete that.” After the lesson, Mrs. Buchanan pulled her aside. “You have to prepare for these lessons and closely follow your teacher’s guide. We’re going to do this again tomorrow, and you’re not going to wing it.”

The teacher’s manual Ms. Moffett was using (which included an actual script and specified the time to spend on each activity, from thirty seconds to forty minutes) was also being used in hundreds of schools nationwide. The manual’s fixed routines and careful instructions are sometimes helpful to novice teachers; they can act as training wheels on a bicycle, enabling them to keep their balance when they first start teaching in the chaotic environment of an inner-city public school. But this is not what Ms. Moffett thought she was signing up for when she switched careers. When she applied to the teaching program in New York, she wrote: “I want to manage a classroom where children experience the thrill of wonder, the joy of creativity, and the rewards of working hard. My objective is to convey to children in their formative years the sheer pleasure in learning.” But that’s not what she got.


 The New York Board of Education required teachers in low-performing schools to follow a rigid curriculum, as has become common in many school systems. In some systems, teachers’ annual evaluations, and even pay, are based on their students’ performance on standardized tests, and the scripted curricula are written to prepare students to pass these tests. In other systems, the kind of micromonitoring of teacher behavior that Mrs. Buchanan was doing as a temporary mentor is permanently built into the system. School administrators observe teachers, armed with a generic checklist applicable to all subjects, all grade levels, all children, and all teachers. An hour’s teaching is broken down into several dozen observable, measurable behaviors. You can see the influence of F. W. Taylor in all these efforts at school reform.

Standardized scripted curricula are tied directly to standardized tests, which are the most common measure of educational progress. These tests are high stakes, in that schools and teachers are rewarded (more money) or punished (funds denied, schools closed, staff dismissed or reassigned) based on student test performance. Most states have such systems, and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 required all states to administer standardized reading and math tests in third and eighth grade. School systems risk losing federal funding if students consistently fail to meet the standards. Standardized tests gave birth to standardized, scripted curricula. If schools and teachers would be rated, funded, and paid based on student test performance, it made sense to mandate that teachers use materials explicitly designed so that students could pass the tests.


 Supporters of this approach to education were not out to undermine the engagement, creativity, and energy of good teachers. The scripted curricula and tests were aimed at improving the performance of weak teachers in failing schools—or forcing them out of teaching altogether. If lesson plans were tied to tests, teachers’ scripts would tell them what to do to get the students ready. All teachers, novice or expert, weak or strong, would be required to follow the standardized system.

Teachers on the front lines often complain about what is left out of the teach-to-test paradigm, pointing out that at best, these tests are only one indicator of student learning. One of the chief criticisms many teachers make is that the system is dumbing down their teaching. It is de-skilling them. It is not allowing them to use their judgment, nor is it helping them to develop the judgment they need to teach well. They are encouraged, says education scholar Linda Darling-Hammond, “to present material that [is] beyond the grasp of some and below the grasp of others, to sacrifice students’ internal motivations and interests in the cause of ‘covering the curriculum,’ and to forgo the teachable moment
 , when students [are] ready and eager to learn, because it [happens] to fall outside of the prescribed sequence of activities.” Sooner or later, turning out kids who can turn out the right answers the way you turn out screws, or hubcaps, or pins, comes to seem like normal practice.

Virtually all of the practices that we’ve learned lead to good work are violated by the reliance on detailed scripts to produce assembly-line education. It is the very antithesis of smart 
 job design. Over time, it is sure to produce the antithesis of smart performance. And the most tragic consequence of this de-skilling is that it will either drive the energy, engagement, and enthusiasm out of good teachers, or it will drive these good teachers out of education.

But there is another aspect of many modern work settings that may be even more destructive to good work than routinization and excessive supervision. That is the reliance on material incentives as the principal motivator of employees. Carefully crafted incentive schemes, designed to ensure top performance, can often produce the opposite—competition among employees, and efforts to game the system and look good on whatever metric is being used to assign pay and bonuses without actually producing the underlying results that the metric is meant to assess. The standardized tests that accompanied teachers’ scripts were an attempt to produce a metric on which salaries, promotions, bonuses, and even the fate of entire schools would depend. It led to teaching to the test, endless drill sessions, and in several cities, outright cheating by teachers who changed their students’ answers to exam questions.

In effect, the scripting of teachers’ work, along with the system of material incentives designed to make sure that they were following the script, turned what for many teachers was a calling into a job—and a bad job at that. The same has happened in medicine. In our book Practical Wisdom
 , Sharpe and I discuss the case of Dr. David Hilfiker. Here is part of his own description of his work:


 The fee schedule had made procedures much more lucrative than in-depth interviews, counseling sessions, or time taken to comfort a hospitalized patient. There were also many important services I performed which had no charge attached whatsoever: returning telephone calls about a child’s fever, giving emotional support to a family after a death, going to medical staff meetings, to mention only a few. But despite my conscious disagreement with many of the values assigned by price, I noticed that surgery, procedures, hospital admissions, and emergency-room work slowly became a more and more important part of my practice. Dealing with emotionally hurting patients, taking time to educate patients about the course of their disease and the nature of their treatment, even obtaining a comprehensive medical history, became less central. Not that I consciously changed my routines; but money had powerful ways of bending my perceptions. . . . It is not an exaggeration to say that money seeped into every crack in my life. . . .

Paradoxically, as I did my best to manipulate patients into conforming to the needs of an efficiently run office, it was I who became the object, the machine. . . . I measured myself at the end of the day by what I had produced. . . . I certainly recognized the limited power of money to satisfy me, yet since much of my day was structured around charges and costs and since my income level had become emotionally important to me, money was an important value. Patients’ diseases and my service became commodities that were bought and sold at a price.


 Here, too, the prospect of a calling—to cure disease and ease suffering—that brought Hilfiker into medicine was disappearing from his everyday experience, which came to look more and more like a job. And it wasn’t just Dr. Hilfiker. The growth of for-profit, managed care medical practices in the 1970s encouraged—even compelled—doctors to watch the bottom line. One way to do that was by means of “risk-sharing” agreements forced on doctors by their employers. The managed care organizations would get an annual fee per patient (called “capitation”). If a given patient cost more than that annual fee (because, for example, of repeated referrals to specialists), the managed care organization would suffer a loss. That arrangement incentivized their doctors to keep specialist referrals to a minimum. This risk sharing did not forbid
 doctors from prescribing tests and treatments, but each doctor was given a financial reward for cutting back.

There are legitimate reasons—financial and medical—to worry about doctors who do too much, which the fee-for-service structure of medicine encouraged. But an incentive scheme like “risk-sharing” will turn doctors who do too much into doctors who do too little. What we need, of course, is doctors who do just the right amount. We might say of such doctors that they are good doctors. But is there an incentive structure that will produce the right amount? The incentive for doctors to produce the right amount is their desire to practice medicine well. If they have that desire, no further material incentives are needed. Instead, we just have to make sure that the incentives that are actually in place don’t have perverse effects on the quality of medical care. After all, doctors do
 have to make a living. We just 
 want to make sure that what they have to do to make a living doesn’t interfere with what it takes to be a good doctor.

I don’t want to suggest that offering financial incentives to doctors to withhold services will induce all doctors to do less than they should. But it doesn’t have to affect all
 doctors. As Atul Gawande documented in a New Yorker
 article a few years ago, what doctors do is very much influenced by what are the customary practices in their local communities. Some prestigious hospital sets a standard for the proportion of children born by cesarean delivery, or the proportion of joint injuries diagnosed by expensive MRIs instead of less expensive X-rays, and other institutions follow suit. This leads to dramatic regional differences in the frequency with which such procedures are done with little or no difference in the types of cases doctors face—or the outcomes of these cases. So when some doctors start doing too little because they are offered incentives to withhold services, or too much because they are compensated for each procedure, what they do can become the practice norm, so that eventually, even doctors not incentivized to do too little or too much are doing too little or too much.

It may seem obvious that incentivizing doctors to withhold services is a bad idea—one that will lead, inevitably, to inadequate medical care. But it can’t be too obvious because, right now, the same mistake is being repeated. In an effort to lower the nation’s health bill, health policy experts are advocating the creation of “accountable care organizations,” medical groups whose performance is to be measured against high standards of excellence. So far, so good. There is certainly nothing wrong 
 with expecting doctors to be accountable for the quality of their care. But system architects aren’t content with establishing high standards and then expecting doctors to try to meet those standards. No. To motivate the pursuit of high standards, they suggest that material incentives be offered to those doctors who meet them. Is there any reason to believe that these efforts will be any different in their results than the efforts to incentivize teachers to produce excellent test results?

It seems that no matter how many times in the past we have gotten evidence that material incentives failed to produce the results we sought from practicing professionals, we turn to them again the next time we want to improve quality. Somehow, system designers repeatedly fail to appreciate that when material incentives are put front and center, other values essential to motivating employees get crowded out. And it is these other values that are responsible for excellent performance. This happens on the factory floor. It happens in teaching. It happens in medicine. And it happens in law.

The 1980s brought a dramatic increase in the commercialization of legal practice by large law firms. Advertising and marketing of firm services grew. New fee-setting practices linked a firm’s income to its clients’ profits, and lawyer compensation was tied more and more to economic performance. Talk about income and clients’ fees, even within the large Wall Street firms, just wasn’t done before the 1980s, says Patrick Schiltz, a law professor who used to practice big-firm law. But soon, lawyers talked of little else. Trade publications like The American Lawyer
 began to report regularly on lawyer incomes, publishing 
 extensive surveys that focused on the incomes of associates and partners in big firms. In 1986, the American Bar Association (ABA) was concerned enough to create a Commission on Professionalism, whose report called on the judiciary, the practicing bar, and law schools to take steps to promote public service and “resist the temptation to make the acquisition of wealth a primary goal of law practice.”

What happens to law school graduates when they actually go to work for one of these firms is often gradual and subtle. The culture of money making seeps in slowly. No one takes a young lawyer aside and says, “Jane, we here at Smith and Jones are obsessed with money. From this point forward the most important thing in your life has to be billing hours and generating business. Honesty and fairness are okay in moderation, but don’t let them interfere with making money.”

Schiltz, who, like Dr. Hilfiker, fled his job because of what it was doing to him, went into teaching (at Notre Dame Law School) and tried to prepare his students for what to expect. “You will become unethical,” Schiltz warned his students, “a little bit at a time.”

Not by “shredding incriminating documents or bribing jurors” but “by cutting a corner here, by stretching the truth a bit there.” “It will start,” said Schiltz, “with your time sheets and the extraordinary pressure to achieve the mandatory number of billable hours.”

One day, not too long after you start practicing law, you will sit down at the end of a long, tiring day and you just won’t have much 
 to show for your efforts in terms of billable hours. . . . You will know that all of the partners will be looking at your monthly time report in a few days, so what you’ll do is pad your time sheet just a bit.

The billable hours system provides greater profits for the partners than they can make by themselves. Billable hours are easy-to-monitor indices of hard work. And the system motivates associates to generate extraordinarily large numbers of billable hours, putting moneymaking and promotion at the center of their concerns. Each day, this system makes the merry-go-round of work spin faster, with associates looking over their shoulders, desperate to outwork their peers, hoping to improve their chances at grasping the brass rings of affluence and job security that “making partner” promises.

One effect of the system, says Schiltz, is to undermine the young lawyer’s devotion to the interests of the client. To pad your time sheet:

Maybe you will bill a client for ninety minutes for a task that really took you only sixty minutes to perform. However, you will promise yourself that you will repay the client at the first opportunity by doing thirty minutes of work for the client for “free.” In this way, you will be “borrowing,” not “stealing.” . . . And then what will happen is that it will become easier and easier to take these little loans against future work. And then, after a while you will stop paying back these little loans. You will convince yourself that . . . you did such good work that your client should pay a bit more for it.


 Another consequence is that the young lawyer’s devotion to the truth, and to his colleagues in the firm, will also suffer. The little lies on the time sheets will create the habit of little lies.

You will get busy and your partner will ask whether you proofread a lengthy prospectus and you will say yes even though you didn’t. And then you will be drafting a brief and you will quote language from a Supreme Court opinion even though you will know that, when read in context, the language does not remotely suggest what you are implying it suggests.

After a couple of years, Schiltz told his students, you’ll stop even noticing that lying and cheating have become part of your everyday practice. “Your entire frame of reference will change” and the dozens of quick decisions you make every day will “reflect a set of values that embodies not what is right or wrong but what is profitable, and what you can get away with.”

“What is profitable.” “What you can get away with.” Notice how this plays into the belief that people work (only) for pay. The only way to get people to work hard, work well, and work right is to make it worth their while—to pay them for hard, good work. Just as Adam Smith would have said. And what’s the harm? Suppose a lawyer is committed to serving his clients and to serving justice. Making it worth his while will only get him to work harder. Suppose a doctor is committed to easing suffering and curing disease. Making it worth her while will only make her more committed. And making it worth a dedicated teacher’s while will only make him more engaged with his task. In other 
 words, if people already have one reason to do something well (their commitment to excellence at their work) and you give them a second reason (financial incentives), this should only make the motivation stronger. It’s a simple matter of logic that two reasons are better than one.

If only. For forty years, psychologists and economists have been studying this seemingly logical assumption empirically, and finding that it doesn’t hold. Adding financial incentives to situations in which people are motivated to work hard and well without them seems to undermine rather than enhance the motives people already have. Economist Bruno Frey calls it “motivational crowding out.” Psychologists Edward Deci, Richard Ryan, and Mark Lepper talk about how “extrinsic” motivation, like the pursuit of money, undermines “intrinsic” motivation.

Here’s an example. An Israeli day care center was faced with a problem: more and more parents were coming late—after closing—to pick up their kids. Since the day care center couldn’t very well lock up and leave toddlers sitting alone on the steps awaiting their errant parents, they were stuck. Exhortation to come on time did not have the desired effect, so the day care center resorted to a fine for lateness. Now parents would have two reasons to come on time. It was their obligation, and they would pay a fine for failing to meet that obligation.

But the day care center was in for a surprise. When they imposed a fine for lateness, lateness increased
 . Prior to the imposition of a fine, about 25 percent of parents came late. When the fine was introduced, the percentage of latecomers rose
 , to about 
 33 percent. As the fines continued, the percentage of latecomers continued to go up, reaching about 40 percent by the sixteenth week.

Why did the fines have this paradoxical effect? To many of the parents, it seemed that a fine was just a price (indeed, “A Fine Is a Price” was the title of the article reporting this finding). We know that a fine is not a price. A price is what you pay for a service or a good. It’s an exchange between willing participants. A fine, in contrast, is punishment for a transgression. A $25 parking ticket is not the price for parking; it’s the penalty for parking where parking is not permitted. But there is nothing to stop people from interpreting a fine as a price. If it costs you $30 to park in a downtown garage, you might well calculate that it’s cheaper to park illegally on the street. Any notion of moral sanction is lost. You’re not doing the “wrong” thing; you’re doing the economical thing. And to get you to stop, we’ll have to make the fine (price) for parking illegally higher than the price for parking in a garage.

That’s exactly what happened in the day care centers. Prior to the imposition of fines, parents knew it was wrong to come late. Obviously, many of the parents did not regard this transgression as serious enough to get them to stop committing it, but there was no question that what they were doing was wrong. But when fines were introduced, the moral dimension of their behavior disappeared. It was now a straightforward financial calculation. “They’re giving me permission to be late. Is it worth $25? Is that a good price to pay to let me stay in the office a few minutes longer? Sure is!” The fine allows parents to reframe 
 their behavior as an exchange of a fee (the “fine”) for a “service” (fifteen minutes of extra care). The fines de
 moralized what had previously been a moral act. And this is what incentives can do in general. They can change the question in people’s minds from “Is this right or wrong?” to “Is this worth the price?”

Once lost, this moral dimension is hard to recover. When, near the end of the study, the fines for lateness were discontinued, lateness became even more prevalent. By the end of the study, the incidence of lateness had almost doubled. It’s as though the introduction of fines permanently altered parents’ framing of the situation from a moral transaction to an economic one. When the fines were lifted, lateness simply became a better deal.

There is certainly nothing foolish about imposing a fine for lateness. Any one of us might have reached for exactly this tool. But it is only a small step down a slippery slope from the Israeli day care center to teachers who teach to the test and doctors who treat with their eyes firmly fixed on the bottom line.

Another example of the demoralizing effects of incentives comes from a study of the willingness of Swiss citizens to have nuclear waste dumps in their communities. In the early 1990s, Switzerland was getting ready to have a national referendum about where it would site nuclear waste dumps. Citizens had strong views on the issue and were well informed. The researchers went door-to-door, asking people whether they would be willing to have a waste dump in their community. An astonishing 50 percent of respondents said yes—this despite the fact that people generally thought such a dump was potentially 
 dangerous and would lower the value of their property. The dumps had to go somewhere, and like it or not, people had obligations as citizens.

The researchers then asked a slightly different question: People were asked whether, if they were given an annual payment equivalent to six weeks worth of an average Swiss salary, they would be willing to have the dumps in their communities. This incentive gave people who already had one reason to say yes—their obligations as citizens—a second reason. Yet, in response to this question, only 25 percent of respondents agreed. Adding the financial incentive cut acceptance in half.

These studies of Israeli parents and Swiss citizens are surprising. You’re more likely to order a dish that tastes good and is good for you than one that just tastes good. You’re more likely to buy a car that’s reliable and fuel efficient than one that’s just reliable. But when the parents at the day care center were given a second reason to be on time—the fines—it undermined their first reason, that it was the right thing to do. And the Swiss who were given two reasons to accept a nuclear waste site were less
 likely to say yes than those only given one. So reasons don’t always add; sometimes, they compete.

A study by James Heyman and Dan Ariely makes a similar point. People were asked if they would be willing to help load a couch onto a van. Some were offered a modest fee and some were not. Participants in the study can construe the task they face either as a social transaction (doing someone a favor) or a financial one (working for a fee). Absent the offer of a fee, they were inclined to view the situation in social terms, and agree to 
 help. The offer of a fee induced the participants to reframe the transaction as financial. Now the fee had better be substantial.

It might seem that if you are inclined to do someone a favor, the offer of compensation should only give you a second reason to do what you were inclined to do already. Again, two reasons are better than one. Except that they’re not. The offer of money tells people implicitly that they are operating in the financial/commercial domain, not the social domain. The offer of money leads them to ask, “Is this worth my time and effort?” That is not a question they ask themselves when someone asks them for a favor. Thus, social motives and financial ones compete.

This sort of motivational competition doesn’t always happen, and despite years of empirical evidence, I don’t think we fully understand it yet. But clearly, the lesson is that incentives can be a dangerous weapon. A critic of this research might say that the problem is not incentives, but dumb incentives. No doubt, some incentives are dumber than others. But no incentives can ever be smart enough to substitute for people who do the right thing because
 it’s the right thing. Why are incentives such a blunt instrument?

The main reason is that most jobs—and certainly all jobs involving substantial interactions with other people—are organized around what are called incomplete
 contracts. Some of the job duties are specified explicitly, but many are not. Doctors prevent disease, diagnose it, treat it, and ease suffering. But exactly how they do these things is left to them to figure out—with guidelines, of course, but only guidelines. And how they interact with their patients is left for them to figure out. Lawyers 
 serve their clients, but how they do that—when and how they counsel, when and how they advocate—is up to them. Teachers impart knowledge, but the best way to reach each child is left for them to judge. Being caring and sensitive to patients and their families is not part of our hospital janitors’ “contract,” nor are there any rules or procedures that specify how to be caring.

Detailed scripts and rules may enable us to make contracts that are more complete, but moving in that direction will compromise the quality of the services that doctors, lawyers, teachers, and even custodians provide. More complete contracts allow us to incentivize what we think we want (“perform tasks A, B, and C in the manner X, Y, and Z and you get a bonus”). But what we really want is to “make a good faith effort to do whatever it takes to achieve our objective.” We can have confidence that our service providers will do “whatever it takes” only if they have the will to do the right thing. How much we depend on this good faith on the part of employees, even in factory, assembly-line settings, is revealed by a kind of union protest that used to be popular many years ago. When a dispute with management arose, instead of going out on strike, unions would sometimes resort to “working to rule.” Employees did exactly what was specified in their contracts—and nothing more. Perhaps predictably, such work-to-rule actions paralyzed production.

When we lose confidence that people have the will to do the right thing, and we turn to incentives, we find that we get what we pay for. Teachers teach to the test, so that test scores go up without students learning more. Doctors do more, or fewer, procedures (depending on the incentives) without improving 
 the quality of medical care. Custodians just “do their jobs,” leaving unhappy, uncomfortable patients in their wake. As economist Fred Hirsch said forty years ago, “the more that is written in contracts, the less can be expected without them; the more you write it down, the less is taken, or expected, on trust.” The solution to incomplete contracts is not more complete ones; it is a nurturing of workplace relationships in which people want to do right by the clients, patients, students, and customers they serve.

The philosopher turned social scientist William Sullivan captured much of this concept in his book Work and Integrity
 . His argument in the book is largely that as a society we have come to think that we can do without the integrity of professionals if we can just create a good set of practice rules, coupled with a smart scheme of incentives. We can’t. There is really no substitute for the integrity that inspires people to do good work because they want to do good work. And the more we rely on incentives as substitutes for integrity, the more we will need to rely on them as substitutes for integrity. We may tell ourselves that all we’re doing with our incentives is taking advantage of what we know about human nature. That’s what Adam Smith would have said. But in fact, what we’re doing is changing human nature.

And we’re not merely changing it; we’re impoverishing it.



 4


The Technology of Ideas

“Human Nature” as a Battle Between Metaphors

On the campus where I teach, every time a new building is built or an old one is substantially renovated, an issue arises about where to locate the asphalt walkways that go between that building and other campus locations. One school of thought suggests that the placement of walkways should be part of the building plan. But a second school, no doubt having observed many asphalt paths that lie unused near trails of dirt where once there had been grass, has the view that you build the building, watch where people walk, and put the asphalt where the grass has been worn thin. Proponents of the first view are folks we might call “theory driven.” Guided by some sense of efficient movement, aesthetics, or both, they are inclined to do the “ideal” thing, and have people conform to it. Proponents of the second view are folks we might call “data driven.” They let the users of the space tell them, with their behavior, what the “ideal” thing is.

When done right, all of science is an ongoing conversation between theory and data. The point of theories in science is to organize and explain the facts. Facts without organizing theories are close to useless. But theories must ultimately be accountable to, and conform to, the facts. And new facts force us to modify or discard inadequate theories.


 That’s the ideal. But in real life, things don’t always work out this way. At least in the social sciences, proposing theories, rather than being beholden to facts, can shape facts in a way that strengthens the theories. You build that path and then force people to walk on it, perhaps by roping off the grass.

“If you build it, they will come.” This is the mantra that the main character in the movie Field of Dreams
 keeps hearing as he turns his farmland into a baseball park in the middle of nowhere. He builds it, and they do
 come. In this chapter, I will try to show that at least sometimes, when social scientists build theories, the people come. That is, the people are nudged into behaving in ways that support the theories. This chapter, then, is an attempt to resolve a battle between these metaphors. The “watch where they walk, then pave it” metaphor argues that the empirical data shape the theories people develop. The “if you build it, they will come” metaphor argues that theories shape data. I will attempt to defend the second metaphor.

The battle here is one that has been going on in more familiar territory for years. Does the market cater to consumer desires or does it create consumer desires? Do the media cater to people’s tastes in news and entertainment or do the media create those tastes? We are all accustomed to the difficulties surrounding discussion of these issues in modern society, and we may all have fairly strong opinions about the “cater/create” debate. Questions of just this sort are all around us, and finding the right answer to them can have profound consequences for the future of society.

In a sense, the distinction I’m making is between discovery and invention. Discoveries tell us things about how the world 
 works. Inventions use those discoveries to create objects or processes that make the world work differently. The discovery of pathogens leads to the invention of antibiotics. The discovery of nuclear energy leads to bombs, power plants, and medical procedures. The discovery of the genome leads, or will lead, to untold changes in almost every part of our lives. Of course, discoveries also change the world, by changing how we understand it and live in it, but they rarely change the world by themselves.

In the natural sciences, the distinction between discovery and invention is pretty clear, though there are occasional tough cases. For example, when Myriad Genetics Corporation, in Utah, discovered BRCA1 and BRCA2 DNA, which predisposes women to breast and ovarian cancer, they patented their discovery, at least when extracted from the body. These patents meant that researchers could not use the isolated DNA without permission from the company. It also meant that the company controlled the development and use of diagnostic tests that depended on this DNA. This patenting was met with court challenges that it survived until it was struck down by the Supreme Court in June 2013. The courts had long held that natural products, natural phenomena, and laws of nature could not be patented, unless some kind of “inventive” step gave them “markedly different characteristics from any found in nature.” Thus, discoveries cannot be patented, but inventions can. The dispute in the BRCA DNA case was basically whether the isolation of this material constituted a discovery or an invention—whether it was a contribution to basic science or a piece of technology.


 The distinction between discovery and invention is crucial, and not just because it affects who gets to earn how much money from what. When a scientist, or anyone else, discovers something, it doesn’t occur to us to ask whether that discovery should
 exist. In other words, though discoveries often have moral implications, they do not, by themselves, have moral dimensions. If someone were to suggest that the Higgs boson shouldn’t exist, we’d wonder what mind-altering substance he’d ingested. Inventions, in contrast, are a whole other story. Inventions characteristically have moral dimensions. We routinely ask whether they should exist. We wonder what’s good (life improving) about them, and what the drawbacks are. We debate whether their wide distribution should go forward, and if so, with what kind of regulation.

So is a theory about human nature a discovery, or is it an invention? I believe that often, it is more invention than discovery. I think that ideas, like Adam Smith’s, about what motivates people to work have shaped the nature of the workplace. I think they have shaped the workplace in directions that are unfortunate. What this means is that instead of walking around thinking that “well, work just is what it is, and we have to deal with it,” we should be asking whether the way work is is the way it should be. My answer to that question is an unequivocal no.

We’ve seen how potentially good work situations, in education, medicine, or law, can easily turn into bad ones, either from excessive oversight and regulation or from excessive reliance on material incentives. Why do things like this happen? Given what people want from their work, and what makes customers, 
 clients, patients, and students satisfied, why is so much work so impoverished? The answer, I think, is illustrated by the Keynes quote with which the book began:

The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.

The ideas that Keynes is talking about are ideas about human nature—about what people care about, and what they aspire to. And like fish that don’t know they live in water, we live with such ideas about human nature that are so pervasive that we don’t even realize there’s another way to look at ourselves.

Where do our ideas about human nature come from? Where once they may have come from our parents, our community leaders, and our religious texts, these days, they come mostly from science—specifically from social science. Social science has created a “technology” of ideas about human nature. To grasp fully how the majority of our work became so impoverished, it is essential to understand this “idea technology”—what it is, how it works, and how it changes us.

Idea Technology

We live in a culture and an age in which the influence of scientific technology is obvious and overwhelming. Whether it’s 
 laptops, smart phones, and tablets, or MRI scans, gene modifications, and designer drugs, adjusting to technology is a brute and insistent fact of daily life. Some of us embrace technology enthusiastically, and some of us do it grudgingly, but everyone does it.

The technology of smart phones and MRIs—the technology of things—is what most of us think of when we think about the modern impact of science. But in addition to creating things, science creates concepts, ways of understanding the world and our place in it, that have an enormous effect on how we think and act. If we understand birth defects as acts of God, we pray. If we understand them as acts of chance, we grit our teeth and roll the dice. If we understand them as the product of prenatal neglect, we take better care of pregnant women.

It hardly needs to be said that people are profoundly affected by the material conditions of their lives—by the affluence of the societies they inhabit. The availability of necessities like food and shelter and the means by which individuals may obtain them makes all other influences on life seem insignificant. People without food will starve whether they accept their conditions beatifically as God’s will, accept them with depressed resignation as indications of their own inadequacy, or respond to them in anger at social injustice. No matter what ideas people appeal to when they explain their lack of food, their bellies remain empty.

And yet it is clear that ideas also matter, and they matter a lot, even in the case of an obvious material condition like the availability of food. What a squirrel foraging for food in the park 
 does in times of scarcity has nothing to do with how the squirrel understands this scarcity. The squirrel is not about to pray for food, cultivate trees, or organize other squirrels to rise up in protest against people who have polluted the environment and diminished its food sources; the squirrel just forages for food. But what people do about their lack of food depends a great deal on how they understand it. Ideas have much to do with whether massive food shortages yield resignation or revolution.

If we understand the concept of “technology” broadly, as the use of human intelligence to create objects or processes that change the conditions of daily life, then it seems clear that ideas are no less products of technology than are computers. However, there are two things about idea technology that make it different from most “thing technology.” First, because ideas are not objects, to be seen, purchased, and touched, they can suffuse through the culture and have profound effects on people before they are even noticed. Second, ideas, unlike things, can have profound effects on people even if the ideas are false
 . Smart phones, designer drugs, and the like generally don’t affect people’s lives unless they do what they were designed to do. Companies can’t sell technological objects that fail—at least not for very long. Technological objects may do bad things that people don’t want them to do, but at least there is little reason to worry about them unless they can also do the things they were designed to do in the first place. In contrast, false ideas can affect how people act, just as long as people believe them. Following philosopher Karl Marx, let’s call instances of idea technology based on untrue ideas “ideology.” Because idea technology often goes unnoticed, 
 and because it can have profound effects even when it’s false—when it is ideology—it is in some respects more profound in its influence than the thing technology whose effects people are so accustomed to worrying about.

Now, wait a minute, you might say. Why aren’t ideas just like things? The hallmark of science is that it operates in the world of testable hypotheses. That is, if you have an idea, you test it, and if it fails the test, it also disappears, just like bad thing technology. So there’s no need to worry about a technology of false ideas. False ideas will just die of “natural causes.” Right?

Alas, no. Ideology bears a large measure of the responsibility for the nature of our work. Look at another quote from Adam Smith:

The man whose life is spent in a few simple operations . . . has no occasion to exert his understanding, or to exercise his invention in finding out expedients for difficulties which never occur. He naturally loses, therefore, the habit of such exertion and generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to be.

Smith says of the man who works on the assembly lines that “He naturally loses, therefore, the habit of such exertion and generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to be.” The key things to notice about this statement are the words “loses” and “becomes.” Here is Smith, the father of the assumption that people are basically lazy and work only for pay, saying that work in a factory will cause people to “lose” 
 something, and “become” something. So what is it that they had
 before entering the factory that they “lost”? And what is it that they were
 before entering the factory that was different from what they “became”? Right here in this quote we see evidence that Smith believed that what people were like as workers depended on the conditions of their work. And yet, over the years, this nuanced understanding of human nature as the product of the human environment got lost. As a result of this lost subtlety, creating the soulless, dehumanizing workplaces that most people faced needed no justification except for economic efficiency. It wasn’t changing people. It wasn’t depriving people of anything. It was simply taking people as they were and using their labor with maximum efficiency.

We now know that it was
 changing people. A classic article by Melvin Kohn and Carmi Schooler, published thirty years ago, showed as much: They showed that work over which people exercise some discretion and control leads to cognitive flexibility and to an engaged orientation to self and society; in contrast, excessively monitored, oppressively supervised working conditions lead to distress. More recently, in a similar vein, Sanford DeVoe and Jeffrey Pfeffer have shown that the way in which people are compensated changes them. Professionals who bill by the hour, like lawyers and consultants, start putting a price on their time, even when they aren’t at work. An evening spent with friends watching a ball game has “costs” in legal fees and consulting fees forgone. So a person who bills by the hour becomes a different person than she was before she started working in that way.


 Also striking is a series of studies by Chip Heath that show that even when people don’t think of themselves
 as primarily motivated by material incentives, they think that pretty much everyone
 else is. Heath surveyed students taking the Law School Admissions Test (LSAT). They were asked to describe their own motives for pursuing a legal career, and then to speculate about the motives of their peers. Sixty-four percent said that they were pursuing a legal career because it was intellectually appealing or because they had always been interested in the law, but only 12 percent thought that was true of their peers. Instead, 62 percent speculated that their peers were pursuing a legal career because of financial rewards. So we may tell ourselves that we are exceptional in caring about things besides money, which in turn makes it easier for us to organize the work of others entirely based on monetary incentives.

Along similar lines, Heath reports results from the General Social Survey (GSS). For more than twenty-five years, the GSS has asked a sample of adults to rank the importance of five different aspects of their jobs: pay, security, free time, chances for advancement, and “important work” that “gives a feeling of accomplishment.” Year after year, “important work” is, on average, ranked first by more than 50 percent of the individual respondents. Pay typically ranks third. Yet, in the late 1980s, when the GSS asked respondents about the role of material incentives for others, people generally believed that pay was quite important.

So ideas change people. Our pressing question is: How can idea technology take root, even when the ideas are false—even 
 when they are ideology? How can we make ourselves aware of ideology in action? And finally, how can we change it?

The term “ideology” has not been used consistently over time. The term’s history began in France in the eighteenth century, coined to denote a “science of ideas.” People whom the French emperor Napoleon termed ideologues
 were so in love with ideas that they ignored empirical evidence, sometimes right in front of their noses, that might contradict those ideas. A more recent manifestation of this view of people as so committed to ideas that they ignore evidence can be found in Jonathan Haidt’s The Righteous Mind
 , which argues that people’s moral commitments stem not from reason and reflection, but from deep-seated intuitions of which they are largely unaware. That is, people believe
 they make moral judgments by thinking the issues through, using reason to sift through evidence and arguments as a judge of pros and cons. But, in fact, Haidt tells us, they have a moral position before they ever turn their thinking loose on an issue. They use reason as a lawyer does—to make a case for what they already believe, and not as a judge, to tell them what they ought to believe. This orientation can lead not only to ignoring evidence, but to distorting it, a result of what psychologist Lee Ross called “naive realism.” The naive realist is someone who thinks that “I see things as they are; people who disagree with me are distorting the truth.”

Somewhat akin to what Ross dubbed naive realism, a century earlier, Marx appropriated the term “ideology” to identify what he called “false consciousness.” So for Marx, ideologues weren’t just ignoring evidence to preserve their pet theories; they were 
 distorting
 evidence to conform to what they already believed, or were conditioned by their circumstances to believe, or wanted to believe. And in Marx’s case, he was very much interested in the nature of work, since his focus was on how the owners of businesses were exploiting the people who actually did the work.

So how does ideology happen? You would think that in the scientific, big-data age in which we live, eventually the empirical evidence would win the day, and good data would drive out bad ideas. The history of science is a history of one mistaken theory after another, with careful collection and interpretation of data the engine for correcting these mistakes. Better data and theories drive out worse ones, and progress is made. Why does this not happen in the case of theories about human nature?

Well, sometimes it does. Psychologists have made much progress over the years in understanding perception, memory, thinking, language use and comprehension, cognitive and social development, learning, and various types of emotional and cognitive disorders in exactly the same way that natural sciences make progress in their domains. Good data drive out bad theories. But there’s a crucial difference between theories about planets, atoms, genes, and diseases and theories about at least some aspects of human nature. Planets don’t care what scientists say about their behavior. They move around the sun with complete indifference to how physicists and astronomers theorize about them. Genes are indifferent to our theories about them also. But this is not true of people. Theories about human nature can actually produce changes in how people behave. What this means is that a theory that is false can become
 true 
 simply by people believing it’s true. The result is that, instead of good data driving out bad data and theories, bad data change social practices until the data become good data, and the theories are validated.

How does ideology become true in this way? There are three basic dynamics. The first way ideology becomes true is by changing how people think about their own actions. For example, someone who volunteered every week in a homeless shelter might one day read a book that tells him it is human nature to be selfish. He might then say to himself, “I thought I was acting altruistically. Now social scientists are telling me that I work in a homeless shelter for ego gratification.” Or someone on her way to work might say, “I thought I showed up for work every day eager to be challenged and do a good job that improves someone’s life. Now social scientists are telling me it’s all about the money.” If this kind of reconstrual takes place, nothing outside the person necessarily changes. The person simply understands her actions differently. But of course, how we understand our past actions is likely to affect our future actions. It isn’t hard to imagine, for example, that hospital custodians like Luke, Ben, Carlotta, and Corey—already a rare breed—will disappear entirely as the ideology that people work only for pay penetrates our culture even more than it already has.

The second mechanism by which ideology becomes true is via what is called the “self-fulfilling prophecy.” Here, ideology changes how other people respond to the actor, which, in turn, changes what the actor does in the future. A classic demonstration of this self-fulfilling mechanism in action was reported by 
 Mark Snyder and Elizabeth Tanke in 1977. In this study, groups of men were shown a photo of either an attractive or an unattractive woman. They then had a ten-minute phone conversation with a woman they were led to believe was the woman in the photo (she was not). After the conversation, those who thought they were talking to the attractive woman rated her as more likeable than those who thought they were talking to the unattractive woman. No surprise here. The surprise came next. Tapes of the conversations were played for other participants who had not seen photographs of the woman or been told anything about her attractiveness. They, too, judged the “attractive” woman as more likeable, friendly, and sociable than the unattractive one.

Think about this result. Somehow, thinking their interview subject was attractive led interviewers to conduct their interviews in a way that led third parties who listened to the interview to come to the same conclusion. In effect, the interviewers collected “data” in a way that was biased by their initial beliefs.

The phrase “self-fulfilling prophecy” was coined by sociologist Robert Merton in 1948. He discussed examples of how theories that initially do not describe the world accurately can become descriptive if they are acted upon. In essence, a “self-fulfilling prophecy” is “a false
 definition of the situation evoking a new behavior that makes the originally false conception come true
 .”

Merton went on to explore the causal link between a prophecy and its subsequent confirmation. For instance, Merton cited the then prevalent notion that black workers were “unsuitable” 
 to be members of labor unions. With their “low standard of living” and willingness to “take jobs at less than prevailing wages,” these laborers became “traitors to the working class.” What the exclusionary unions failed to recognize, argued Merton, is that the very act of excluding black workers from the union caused the behavior that seems to confirm the hypothesis. Not being members of the union during a strike, black workers would cross the picket line to fill the labor void, breaking the strike, ostensibly vindicating the original claim as to their unsuitability for union membership. What was originally a false hypothesis—an ideology—changed the situation, configuring it in ways that appeared to validate it.

The parallel of this kind of process in the workplace is clear. You start out believing that people are basically lazy, don’t want to work, and care only about their pay when they do. Based on this belief, you create a workplace that is focused only on efficiency, with jobs that are mindlessly repetitive, counting on the paycheck to motivate the workers. Lo and behold, in an environment like that, all that matters to workers is their pay.

Another notable example of this process is the teacher who pays more attention and works harder with children identified as “smart” than children identified as “slow,” thereby making the “smart” ones smarter. Thus, being labeled as “smart” or “slow” does not in itself make kids smarter or slower. The teacher’s behavior must also change accordingly. Perhaps the best-known demonstration of the self-fulfilling prophecy in education is shown in the research conducted by Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson on the effects of teacher expectations 
 on student performance. Unbeknownst to the teachers in the study, the researchers randomly assigned certain students in an elementary school classroom to the “spurter” condition. These students supposedly had taken a diagnostic test at the end of the preceding school year that identified them as having the potential for impressive academic gains. No such test had actually been administered. Nonetheless, the students who’d been labeled as spurters did
 manifest more impressive gains than average by the end of the school year. High expectations from the teacher somehow resulted in high student achievement, which the authors termed the “Pygmalion Effect.” In short, Rosenthal and Jacobson argued, the labeling of certain students as promising became a self-fulfilling prophecy by changing the way teachers taught. This finding has been highly influential in both the fields of psychology and education.

Years later, Lee Jussim and colleagues followed up on this line of inquiry by assessing specific ways in which teacher expectations affect student performance and the specific contexts in which such expectations have the most marked effects. Though they found evidence supporting the self-fulfilling prophecy framework laid out by Rosenthal and Jacobson, they also identified bounds to the pervasiveness and power of the self-fulfilling prophecy. Jussim found that such prophecies are not all-pervading, and the magnitude of the effects, though significant, is often modest.

It is perhaps not surprising that the “Pygmalion effects” are not large. After all, the kids may get one subtle message about their ability in school but quite a different one at home from 
 their doting parents. But if the message were delivered more consistently, across all the domains of a child’s experience, then the effects might be very large indeed.

Can such a pervasive message be sent? Well, think about the way in which many psychologists and educators talk about intelligence. As you probably know, there is some evidence, and much belief, that individual differences in intelligence are innate, and unmodifiable. Some people win the genetic lottery and some lose it. It isn’t hard to imagine that if this idea about intelligence became commonplace, parents would take their cue from teachers and give their kids the same messages the kids were getting in school. But is this understanding of intelligence true, or is it ideology?

I suppose the jury is still out to some degree, but consider the work of psychologist Carol Dweck, summarized in her book Mindset
 . Dweck has discovered that we can distinguish among children based on the goals that seem to be operating while they learn. Some kids have what Dweck calls performance goals. These kids want to do well on tests. They want social approval. Other kids have what she calls mastery goals. These kids want to encounter things that they can’t do and to learn from their failures. As Dweck puts it, performance-oriented children want to prove
 their ability while mastery-oriented children want to improve
 their ability.

Children with performance goals avoid challenges. Children with mastery goals seek challenges. Children with performance goals respond to failure by giving up. Children with mastery goals respond to failure by working harder. What this means is 
 that children with mastery goals learn more, and get smarter, than children with performance goals.

Dweck has shown that what lies beneath these two orientations is a pair of quite different conceptions or “theories” children have of the nature of intelligence. Some children believe that intelligence is essentially immutable—that it is a fixed entity. These are the children who tend to be performance oriented. What’s the point of seeking challenges and risking failure if you can’t get any smarter? Other children believe that intelligence is not fixed—that it is incremental and people can
 get smarter. These children tend to be mastery oriented, seeking in their schoolwork to do what they believe is possible for everyone. So is intelligence fixed? Partly, that depends on whether you believe it’s fixed. What this means is that the theory that intelligence is fixed may well be ideology.

Not surprisingly, results parallel to Dweck’s have been found throughout the workplace. Peter Heslin, Gary Latham, and Don VandeWalle did a series of studies of how managers manage their employees. They discovered that managers also seemed to have either fixed or incremental theories of employee ability. If managers had a fixed theory of ability, they were less likely to notice changes in employee performance, and less likely to provide feedback and coaching aimed at improvement, than if they had an incremental theory of ability. What’s the point, they seemed to think, of trying to improve something that can’t be changed. It’s like trying to improve someone’s height by encouraging him to grow. But you can see the feedback loop that such an attitude creates. The manager doesn’t think performance 
 can be improved, so she does nothing to try to improve performance. Lo and behold, performance does not improve, and her theory is thereby confirmed.

To a large degree, the effects of ideology on how people act will depend on how broadly, how pervasively and how saliently it is purveyed in a culture. When it lives in isolated places, its effects will likely be small and correctable. But when it’s in the water supply—when it is everywhere—its effects will likely be much more profound. In support of this point, psychologist Richard Nisbett has shown that entire cultures can be differentiated from one another by the extent to which they are guided by the belief that either intelligence is fixed or that it grows. And studies of intellectual development across these different cultures show that kids living in a culture with a “growth mindset” exhibit more intellectual development than kids living in a culture with a “fixed mindset.”

This brings us to the final mechanism by which ideology can have an influence. This mechanism—the one that I believe has the most profound effects on our working environments and beyond—operates to change institutional structures in a way that is consistent with the ideology. The industrialist believes that workers are only motivated to work by wages and then constructs an assembly line that reduces work to such meaningless bits that there is no reason to work aside from the wages. The politician believes that self-interest motivates all behavior, that people are entitled to keep the spoils of their labors, and that people deserve what they get and get what they deserve. Said politician helps enact policies that erode or destroy the 
 social safety net. As a result, people start acting exclusively as self-interested individuals. “If it’s up to me to put a roof over our heads, put food on the table, and make sure there’s money to pay the doctor and the kids’ college tuition bills, then I’d better make sure I take care of myself.” When social structures are shaped by ideology, ideology can change the world, sometimes in devastating, far-reaching ways.

We must be especially vigilant about ideology embedded in social structures. It is much harder to change social structures than it is to change how people think about themselves, which psychotherapy may effectively address, or how they think about others, which education may effectively address. Moreover, because social structures affect multitudes rather than individuals, when these structures embody ideology, the effects of that ideology can be pervasive.

It is not hard to imagine how, guided by the ideology fostered by Adam Smith and then elaborated and extended by others, people would come to understand virtually all their behavior, including their relations with their work, and their relations and responsibilities to others, in terms of operative incentives. And as a result, the nature of people’s relation to their work and to others would change. In a world like this, we would not have to worry that financial motives would crowd out moral ones as people thought about when to pick up their kids from daycare, or whether to allow nuclear waste dumps in their communities, because the moral ones would already have disappeared.

Consider the character of recent debates about whether to extend unemployment benefits to Americans who are still unable to 
 find work as the economy limps toward recovery. The lives of the unemployed are a struggle even with these benefits; they are close to unmanageable without them. Yet many in the federal government resist. The main argument against extending benefits? Giving people unemployment benefits will undermine their incentive to work. Why work if you can get paid for not working? Built into this argument, of course, is Adam Smith’s view that the only reason that people work is for the wage, and if they don’t need the wage, they won’t work. No one states this view explicitly, because it is so pervasive that it doesn’t need to be stated. This is ideology at its most pernicious.

Psychologist Dale Miller has presented evidence of the pervasiveness of what he calls the “norm of self-interest” in American society. College students assume, incorrectly, that women will have stronger views about abortion issues than men and that students under the age of twenty-one will have stronger views about the legal drinking age than those over twenty-one, because women and minors have a stake in those issues that men and older students do not. The possibility that one’s views could be shaped by conceptions of justice or fairness, rather than self-interest, does not occur to most people. And yet they are. Empathy, and care and concern for the well-being of others, are routine parts of most people’s character. Yet they are in danger of being crowded out by exclusive concern for self-interest—a concern that is encouraged by the incentive-based structure of the workplace.

Even Adam Smith understood that there was more to human nature than self-interest. The Wealth of Nations
 followed another 
 book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments
 , in which he suggested that a certain natural sympathy for one’s fellow human beings provided needed restraints on what people would do if they were left free to “barter, truck, and exchange one thing for another.” Smith’s view, largely forgotten by modernity, was that efficient market transactions were parasitic on aspects of character developed through nonmarket social relations. Smith was right about the importance of  “moral sentiments” but wrong about how “natural” they are. In a market-dominated society, in which every aspect of what people do is “incentivized,” these “moral sentiments” may disappear so that nothing can rein in self-interest.

Economist and philosopher Amartya Sen has argued that the concern for doing the right thing originates from a source that the logic of self-interest and incentives cannot encompass. He calls that source of concern “commitment.” To act out of commitment is to do what one thinks is right, regardless of whether it promotes one’s own material circumstances. Acts of commitment include doing one’s job to the best of one’s ability—going beyond the terms of the contract—even if no one is watching and there is nothing to gain from it. They include refusing to price gouge during times of shortage, refusing to capitalize on fortuitous circumstances at the expense of others, willingness to tolerate nuclear waste dumps in one’s community, and coming to pick up one’s toddlers from daycare on time.

The concept of ideology, and the self-fulfilling feedback loops that ideology can give rise to, helps explain, I think, why it is that most workplaces have come to be dominated by excessive reliance on close supervision, routinized work, 
 and incentives. If you think that people lack the skill for wise judgment on the job, you impose detailed rules of conduct. As a consequence, people never get the opportunity to develop wise judgment. Your lack of faith in the skills of the people you oversee is validated, leading you to impose still more rules and still greater oversight. And if you think that people lack the will to do their work in pursuit of the right aims, you create incentives that enable people to do well by doing good. In so doing, you undermine whatever motivation people might have to do the right thing because
 it is the right thing. Once again, your lack of confidence is validated. Instead of putting in place procedures that nurture people’s desire to do meaningful work, the manager, convinced that such attributes are a very slender reed on which to build and run an organization, puts practices in place that undermine them. Before long, meaningful work disappears—from the classroom, from the courtroom, and from the examination room.

Acts of commitment, like the ones Sen describes, occur routinely. They hold society together. But because of the self-fulfilling character of ideology, we should not be sanguine that they will persist. We should not be confident that the distortion that dominates current thinking about work and workers will reveal itself and be corrected as the sciences of human nature progress. Unless there is a collective effort to combat this ideology, we will all become the lazy, selfish pursuers of self-interest, not just in work but in our lives as a whole, that at least some social scientists have assumed we always were. So the question becomes: What can we do?


 In his book A Conflict of Visions
 , Thomas Sowell distinguishes between what he calls “constrained” and “unconstrained” visions of human nature. The constrained vision, put forth by philosopher Thomas Hobbes, focuses on the selfish, aggressive dark side of human nature, and assumes that we cannot change human nature but must instead impose constraints through an all-powerful state, the Leviathan. The unconstrained vision, perhaps best exemplified by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, sees enormous human possibility and condemns the state for subverting all that is good in human nature.

I think that both Hobbes and Rousseau are wrong. “Nature” dramatically underspecifies the character of human beings. Within broad limits, we are what society expects us to be. If society asks little from us, it gets little. It is clear that, under these circumstances, we must be sure that we have arranged rules and incentives in a way that induces people to act in ways that serve the objectives of the rule makers and the incentive setters. If society asks more of us, and arranges its social institutions appropriately, it will get more. As anthropologist Clifford Geertz observed, human beings are “unfinished animals.” What we can reasonably expect of people depends on how our social institutions “finish” them.

The idea technology that dominates our age is a fiction; it is ideology. But it is a powerful fiction, and it becomes less and less fictional as it increasingly pervades our institutions and crowds out other types of relations between us and our work. Because of its self-fulfilling character, we cannot expect this fiction to die of natural causes. To kill it, we must nourish the alternatives. And that will not be easy.
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The Future of Work: Designing Human Nature

A scorpion wants to cross the river, but it can’t swim. It goes up to a frog, who can swim, and asks for a ride. The frog says, “If I give you a ride on my back you’ll go and sting me.”

The scorpion replies, “It would not be in my interest to sting you, since, as I’ll be on your back, we both would drown.”

The frog thinks about this logic for a while and accepts the deal. It takes the scorpion on its back and braves the waters, but halfway over it feels a burning pain in its side and realizes the scorpion has stung it after all. As they both sink beneath the waves, the frog cries out, “Why’d you sting me, Mr. Scorpion? For now we will both drown.”

The scorpion replies, “I can’t help it. It’s in my nature.”

Neil Jordan, The Crying Game
 (1992)

after an original folktale of uncertain origin

Human beings are not scorpions. People aren’t stuck being one way or another. But nor are they free to invent themselves without constraint. When we give shape to our social institutions—our schools, our communities and yes, our workplaces—we also shape human nature. Thus, human nature is to a significant degree the product of human design. If we design workplaces that permit people to do work they value, we will be designing 
 a human nature that values work. If we design workplaces that permit people to find meaning in their work, we will be designing a human nature that values work.

Why should we design such workplaces? We’ve already seen that good workplaces enable people to do good work. Their customers and clients benefit and so do their employers. And there is a second good reason. When people are able to do work they value, it makes them happy. It enhances their well-being. Much more than the material benefits that come from the incentive schemes that employers substitute for good work. Why wouldn’t we want to design a workplace that enables its inhabitants to get real satisfaction out of the time they spend there?

We have missed this opportunity thus far partly because of the ideology that tells us that people don’t want to work. But we’ve also missed the opportunity because we’ve embraced a notion of production efficiency that is much too narrow. Economists think of efficiency in terms of dollars. It’s the value of output per unit of input. But suppose we defined efficiency in terms of well-being instead. Presumably, the people who purchase goods and services experience gains in their well-being, because otherwise they wouldn’t have made the purchase. So this more expansively defined output includes the dollar value of goods and services plus the satisfaction those goods and services bring. But what about the costs of the inputs? Well, in addition to the dollar costs of labor and materials, we must add the psychic costs experienced by workers doing jobs they hate. If we redesigned workplaces so that workers liked their work, these psychic costs would become psychic benefits. Why on earth wouldn’t we do this?


 It places a great burden on us when we appreciate that by designing our institutions, we are also designing ourselves—the people who inhabit the institutions—at least in part. But this is a responsibility we must all accept. And the first step to taking responsibility over the structure of our workplace is to start asking questions. When it comes to the design of work, we must ask “Why?” What is the purpose of this work? Will the purpose of the work inspire people to do their jobs as Luke did his custodial job in the hospital? We must ask “What?” Is the product of our work something that will actually provide a benefit? Are the results of our transactions with customers positive sum, so that both sides leave the transaction better off? It will be much easier to inspire our workforce if the answer to this question is yes, even if we aren’t saving lives or saving the earth, if we are making the lives of the people we serve at least a little bit better. And we must ask “How?” Are we giving workers the freedom to use their intelligence and discretion to help solve the problems they face every workday? Are we allowing them to work without close supervision, and trusting that since they want to do their jobs well, they will?

I’m focusing here on the structure of the work and the workplaces that people face because I think that there are real limits to what people can do as individuals in environments that are extremely inhospitable to doing work that is meaningful. But I don’t want to let people off the hook entirely. Not every hospital custodian finds meaning in his or her work, but Luke and some of his colleagues did. They pulled this magic off by crafting their jobs, as Amy Wrzesniewski puts it, so 
 that the jobs included more than the long list of menial tasks contained in the official job description. Often, if not always, people find themselves in work situations that allow them to find meaning and engagement, if they are willing to look for it. So even in unpromising situations, each of us, as individuals, can resist the ideology that tells us we don’t really care what work is like as long as we’re being well paid for it. We can demand of ourselves the effort to find the ways in which other people benefit if we do our jobs with enthusiasm rather than indifference.

The world of work, and thus the world of human experience, will be a very different place if we ask ourselves these questions about the work we do, and the work we ask others to do. And human nature will be different too. We will enable the people who work for us to live richer lives, and everyone will benefit.

The last question we need to ask is “When?” Are these troubled times the right occasion to try to change the work we do? Shouldn’t we wait until the economy is more prosperous and more stable? There will always be excuses to stay with what is familiar. There will always be reasons to resist reshaping both our conception of work and our conception of human nature. But I don’t think there are good reasons. Indeed, the transformation of work may contribute in significant ways to both the prosperity and the stability of our economic system. And even if it doesn’t put more money in our pockets or more stuff in our houses, it will enrich our lives in ways that really matter.


 The industrial revolution lifted millions of people in the Western world out of poverty. And now that it has spread to people and places that missed the first wave of industrialization, it is relieving the poverty of many millions more. Industrialization has been a spectacular human achievement. But as it has relieved material poverty, it has done so at the price of poverty of spirit. Perhaps this was a necessary price to pay at earlier stages of economic development. But that is no longer the case. When it comes to the transformation of the human workplace, there is really no time like the present.

In an interview with Rolling Stone
 magazine many years ago, rock superstar Bruce Springsteen said this about his own stunningly successful career:

I understand that it’s the music that keeps me alive. . . . That’s my lifeblood. And to give that up for, like, the TV, the cars, the houses—that’s not the American dream. That’s the booby prize, in the end. Those are the booby prizes. And if you fall for them—if, when you achieve them, you believe that this is the end in and of itself—then you’ve been suckered in. Because those are the consolation prizes, if you’re not careful, for selling yourself out, or letting the best of yourself slip away. So you gotta be vigilant. You gotta carry the idea you began with further. And you gotta hope that you’re headed for higher ground.

We as a society shouldn’t settle for the booby prize any longer. It is time for us to demand of ourselves and of the people we work for and with that they seek higher ground. Together we 
 can expose the ideas about human nature that have for too long shaped the workplace as nothing but ideology. The result will be better doctors, lawyers, teachers, hairdressers, and janitors, and healthier patients, better-educated students, and more satisfied clients and customers. And each of us will have had a hand in creating a human nature that is worth living up to.
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