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To our families, with the greatest emotion of all: love.
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C H A P T E R  1

The Future Is Emotional



When Howard Schultz returned to lead Starbucks in 2008 aer an eight-year
hiatus, he cried. Not alone—hidden in a bathroom stall or locked in his
corner office—but in front of the entire company.

Daily sales �gures were falling by double digits. e two CEOs who
preceded Schultz had grown the company at breakneck speed, but when the
recession hit in 2007, the foundations of this hastily constructed empire
began to wobble.

Ahead of his return, Schultz spent nights in bed staring at the ceiling,
worrying about what he would say on his �rst day back as CEO. He
desperately wanted to reassure tens of thousands of employees that their
livelihoods were not in jeopardy. But boosting morale wasn’t just a strategic
move; he felt personally responsible for the well-being of the people who
worked at Starbucks. Schultz, who had grown up poor and watched his
parents struggle to make ends meet, knew how much they depended on
their jobs.

When he walked onstage, he realized his employees needed to see
vulnerability from the person they were trusting to �x their problems. e
truth was, he felt distraught about the direction the business had taken while
he was gone, and they deserved to know that. Schultz chose to li a mask
that few employees—much less CEOs—remove in front of their coworkers.
Setting aside formality, he let tears roll down his cheeks.

Crying can sometimes seem manipulative or calculated. But Schultz had
the emotional intelligence to pair this moment of vulnerability with a
reassuring follow-up: he laid out his plan for a comeback and then invited
feedback from workers. at month, Schultz was �ooded with more than
�ve thousand appreciative emails. And by 2010, the tide had turned:
Starbucks’ stock price was higher than ever.

Most of us vastly underestimate the size and scope of the emotional
needs we bring to the office. Beyond the leader-employee relationship,
emotional dynamics affect our motivation, health, communication, decision
making, and more. Yet most of us ignore those emotions. Why is it that
when we think of professionalism, we immediately jump to the idea that we
should suppress everything we feel?



is is a book from two friends who each had to learn, somewhat
painfully, the importance of acknowledging emotion at work. When we*
started our �rst jobs, we thought professionals did not fail, did not fuss, and
certainly did not feel. But we soon realized this view is unrealistic and stands
in the way of our sense of ful�llment, and ultimately our success.

As a young analyst at an economic consulting �rm, Liz had gotten the
job she thought she always wanted. But long nights of staring at depositions
under �uorescent lights le her increasingly depressed and anxious. Liz
�nally quit, with no backup plan. She took a job at Starbucks to pay the bills
and started researching why she had been so unhappy and what she could
have done to improve her mood.



Meanwhile, Mollie was working in a stressful job as a product manager
for a start-up. She woke up one morning and realized the area above her
right eye was completely numb. When the sensation didn’t go away aer a



few days, Mollie went to a doctor. e diagnosis? Anxiety. e numbness
was caused by the tension Mollie held in her shoulders and neck. In that
moment, Mollie realized she needed a different job. She wanted to work in
an office where she didn’t have to bite down high levels of fear, anxiety, and
frustration until they caused her physical pain.

But Mollie couldn’t quit right away, and it took six months for her to �nd
a new job. As she looked, she started reading about emotion, culture, and
the workplace because she knew what it felt like to be stuck in an unhealthy
work situation. Liz continued to do the same. Our goal was to better
understand our feelings: When are they useful and when are they just noise?
Can we mold them to change how we experience work? We’re guessing you
opened this book looking for answers to similar questions.

Our shared story began in 2014 when a mutual friend set us up on a
platonic blind date. We bonded immediately: we’re both introverts, and we
both have an irreverent sense of humor, need to wear sleep masks to get a
good night’s rest, and enjoy taking on creative side projects. By then, we
were each working in New York; Liz had decided to move from the West
Coast to take a job at Genius, a (then early-stage) music-media company,
and Mollie was in grad school.

When we met, our shared interest in the myriad ways emotion affects
work led us to start coauthoring illustrated articles on the topic. But we soon
hit a stumbling block: we had never worked closely together before, which
led to miscommunication. Mollie felt that Liz was obsessing over details that
no one else would notice, whereas Liz felt that Mollie was moving too fast.
Our email exchanges became more and more tense, and our projects soon
stalled. Hoping to save our personal and professional relationship, we
scheduled a dinner to discuss our issues in person.

It was hard! Neither one of us wanted to say anything for fear of making
the other person feel bad. But our differences went deeper than our
perennial coffee vs. tea debate and needed to be brought out into the light.
And to do that, we had to overcome our instinct to pretend feelings didn’t
matter.



Had we not already been researching emotions at work, we probably
wouldn’t have given so much credence to our feelings—and we’d never have
noticed that building trust always preceded our best creative teamwork. But
since we were paying attention, we noticed how much emotion affected
every part of our collaboration and the rest of our professional lives, like
decision making and employee-manager communication.

at’s because the future of work is emotional. No scripts exist for our
most difficult professional interactions. When you hear the phrase “emotion
at work,” you might think of career milestones: job interviews, salary
negotiations, and annual reviews. But you’ve probably felt just as intensely

about day-to-day, seemingly mundane events. You’re thrilled to receive a 
from the CEO in response to your Slack comment, you’re infuriated when a
colleague interrupts you for the �h time, and you fret over whether you



need to immediately reply to a work email that appears in your inbox on a
Saturday evening.

e forces that compel us to ignore our emotions at work must be
combatted. Modern work requires an ability to effectively harness emotion
—but most of us have never learned how to do this in our professional lives.
As we start to recognize the importance of so skills, we’re le wondering: Is
it possible to be too so? How much emotion can we express before we come
across as unprofessional? What if our “authentic self ” is overwhelmed and
anxious—should we be open about these feelings? How does who we
are (for example, our gender,* race, or age) affect the answers to these
questions?

Suppression and avoidance might seem to be the easiest answers. “Let’s
go back to checking our emotions at the door.” But this attitude is
counterproductive. Humans are emotional creatures, regardless of



circumstance. By ignoring our feelings at work, we overlook important data
and risk making preventable mistakes. We send emails that cause
unnecessary anxiety, we fail to �nd work meaningful, and we burn out.

We’re guessing you’ve heard of emotional intelligence (EQ), the ability to
recognize and understand both how you and how those around you feel.
You might even know that EQ is a better predictor of success in the
workplace than IQ. But real achievement at work requires going one step
beyond emotional intelligence: you need to learn to be reasonably
emotional. is means matching how you communicate your feelings to the
speci�c situation. To do that, you need emotional �uency—the capacity to
productively sense emotion, and to know how and when to translate what
you feel into healthy action.

A friend of ours recently lamented, “I need to give my team difficult
feedback, but I have no idea how to start the conversation.” When we join a
company, we receive extensive training about how to schedule meetings and
�ll out expense reports. But no one tells us what to do if we’re upset with a
coworker or how to bounce back from a botched meeting with our boss.



Two major changes necessitate a deep understanding of emotion at work.
e �rst is how much we interact with our colleagues. Today, the top skills
employers seek are the ability to work on a team and the capacity to
communicate verbally with others. As e Economist stated, “In modern
business, collaboration is next to godliness.” But the downside to more
collaboration is more con�ict. We can all relate to Elaine’s famous Seinfeld
line, “I had to take a sick day. I’m so sick of these people.” e second change
is our relationship with our jobs. We work more than ever, we place a
premium on meaningful work, and we increasingly let what we do de�ne
who we are. ese shis in�uence everything from our health to our
motivation to our decision making.



Although emotion at work is not a new topic, we usually hear about on-
the-job feelings as enemies that need to be wrangled into submission. at’s
how we used to approach our feelings at work, too. Now we know that our
feelings can be guideposts, and we try to learn from them and express them
effectively. We want you to start looking at emotion as something that can be
treated with care and affection. Aer all, you bring your feelings to work
every day.

We created the Seven New Rules of Emotion at Work to serve as a guide
for how and when to rely on your feelings. Success depends on learning how
to let emotion into the workplace without letting it run wild. By confronting
our envy, we learn what drives us. By accepting our anxiety, we can reframe
it as excitement and become more successful. By learning how emotions
affect our decisions, we create a fairer and more welcoming workplace. In
other words, this book will teach you how to take hold of and examine your
emotions—which, yes, sometimes means keeping a healthy distance from
them. By the time you �nish this book, you’ll understand why you might feel
something and you’ll know what to do with that feeling.





Effectively processing what you feel gives you the power to do more than
bring your whole self to work: it enables you to bring your best self to work.
By “best self ” we don’t mean “perfect self.” Your best self might still become
hotheaded, seethe with envy, or cry out of sheer frustration. But your best
self knows which of these feelings contain important signals and which are
just noise. Your best self knows how to learn from and talk about these
emotions, without becoming emotional. Your best self is authentic, without
bulldozing over other people’s feelings.

In each chapter, we’ll look at how emotion affects one of seven central
aspects of work: health, motivation, decision making, teamwork,
communication, culture, and leadership. Our goal is not to provide you with
a one-size-�ts-all regimen. Aer all, this is impossible: each workplace is



different, and every person brings unique contexts and experiences to the
office. Instead, we outline general frameworks with which you can better
identify, interpret, and apply the power of emotion to different situations. In
each chapter, we also list small, practical changes you can make starting
today.

We wrote this book for anyone who has felt alone, bored, frustrated,
overwhelmed, or insecure at work. We’ll provide tips for those who want to
stop getting stuck in unhealthy patterns and for managers looking to build a
successful team and culture. We’ve tried to write a book that addresses as
many on-the-job experiences as possible (including those of remote
workers, introverts, and minority professionals) without trying to speak for
any group or individual. While we (Liz and Mollie) have different work
experiences and styles, we are both white American women in our early
thirties. We understand the difficulties, for example, of being women in tech,
but we don’t know how it feels to be nonwhite in an otherwise all-white
office. As you’ll see, in some sections, we’ll point you to additional resources
written by people who can better describe and offer advice for certain
workplace experiences.



If you’ve ever chewed your �ngernails before an impending presentation,
been so frustrated you ended up staring at the same spreadsheet for an
entire aernoon, or wished you could just turn everything off and be a robot
for a couple days, we’ve been there too. And we’re here to help.

PS: To help you make the skills in this book actionable, we’ve created an
emotional tendencies assessment. See this page for a �ash version or take the
full assessment on our website at lizandmollie.com/assessment.

http://lizandmollie.com/assessment




C H A P T E R  2

Health

Be less passionate about your job:
Why taking a chill pill makes you healthier





H ow many of these statements apply to you?

You get anxious if you haven’t checked your work email for ten minutes
When your friends ask you how you’ve been, you start detailing a minor work
inconvenience
Later, you dream about said inconvenience
You obsess about work during dinner, at the gym, and when you’re trying to fall
asleep
Your mood depends almost completely on how work is going

If you answered “a lot,” it might be time to take Drake’s advice: “You need
to get done, done, done, done at work.”

Caring too much about a job is unhelpful and unhealthy. It makes small
problems seem exceptional and throwaway remarks feel appalling. And it’s
not only leaders or women or Virgos who care too much: it’s possible to be
overly attached to any job at any level. at’s why we came up with the �rst
new rule of emotion at work: Be less passionate about your job.

Caring less offers a solution to a lot of anguish. You don’t hyperventilate
before a big presentation. You’re not frustrated to tears by incompetent
teammates. You actually put your phone away on date night, and you’re not
haunted by work FOMO* as you backpack through Machu Picchu.



“Be less passionate about your job” doesn’t mean “stop caring about
work.” It means care more about yourself. It means carve out time for the
people you love, for exercise, and for a guilt-free vacation. It means remind



yourself that few people look back at their lives and wish they had stayed at
the office until 10:00 P.M.

It would be hard to teach yourself to care less without �rst getting to the
root of the problem. Why have we become work martyrs?

1. We think the only way to succeed is to never stop working. We
fear even brie�y disconnecting will derail our careers.

2. We believe happiness is the result of professional achievement—
not the other way around. “Life will be amazing once I get
promoted,” we tell ourselves. “When I’m making millions, this will
all be worth it.”



In this chapter, we’ll put these beliefs under a microscope. We’ll show
you that each is more myth than gospel, even though sometimes you will
have to work insane hours or for a boss who emails you 24–7.

ALL WORK, NO PLAY

In 1996, Steelcase, a large office furniture manufacturer, installed a four by
six foot glass display in the lobby of its Manhattan headquarters. Inside the
display case was a colony of harvester ants meant to show how “Ants live to
work, and work to live.”

Unfortunately for Steelcase, the public wasn’t thrilled with the analogy.
e Wall Street Journal pointed out that because harvester ants live only
about three or four months, Steelcase’s motto should be, “You work, and
then you die.” But Steelcase was right: advances in technology have blurred
the lines between our personal and professional lives. We’re constantly
accessible, which means we feel constantly accountable.



Some of you may be thinking, wait a second, this is all super dark—isn’t
it okay to be passionate about your job? Yes! Odds are, at points in your
career, you should apologetically back out of dinner plans because you need
to solve a problem for your boss. But chronically overworking is bad for
your health and—counterintuitively—for your success. In fact, productivity
starts to drop aer working about �y hours per week. Perhaps you’ve heard
the old saying, “Work expands to �ll the time available for its completion.”
In other words, giving yourself less time might make you more efficient.

“I wish I could go back and tell my much younger self, ‘Arianna, your
performance will actually improve if you can commit to not only working
hard but also unplugging, recharging, and renewing yourself,’” re�ects
Huffington Post founder Arianna Huffington. So how can you emotionally
detach from even the most demanding job?

How Stress Affects the Body

Did you know that the mere anticipation of an anxiety-inducing event or
period can become a stressor? For example, Liz stresses about travel travails
(long security lines, long delays, long flights) for weeks before she actually



heads to the airport. And Mollie sometimes worries about paying down a
mortgage even though she isn’t even close to buying a house.

Stressors disrupt your body’s balanced internal state; your stress response
is your body’s attempt to return to normal. To rapidly transport nutrients
and oxygen to your muscles, your blood pressure and your heart and
respiration rate all spike. At the same time, any processes that are less
important in the short term—such as digestion, growth, and reproduction—
slow down.

Give yourself a break



Go on vacation: Extended time off keeps us healthy and productive, especially if we
have little or no contact with our colleagues while we’re away. But more than half
of Americans don’t take all of their paid vacation. It’s hard to head to a remote
island when the thought of being away from your email for a day leaves you
wracked with guilt. Liz used to fear even asking for vacation because she thought
her bosses might view her as unreliable. Managers, how you talk about vacation
matters. A lot. e majority of employees say their managers communicate
nothing, negative messages, or mixed messages about taking vacation; with a
little more encouragement, almost everyone would use more vacation time. For
those of you whose managers do discourage taking a vacation, the next few
paragraphs will be helpful.



Take a night off: Scheduling leisure time throughout the workweek is just as
important as taking vacation—and oen easier to swing. When the Boston
Consulting Group instituted a predictable time off (PTO) policy that gave each
member of a six-person team one weeknight off a week, employees became
happier, more relaxed, and less likely to quit. Team members also learned to be
more mindful of one another’s well-being. “Even if we were working hard,” noted
one consultant, “we were still looking out for each other to make sure that
people were not getting burned out.”

Getting a night off also gives you a chance to catch up on sleep. When they
haven’t gotten enough rest, surgeons slip and drivers crash. Sleep deprivation
also makes us gloomy and anxious; if we’ve been up too long, we start to perceive
friendly-looking faces as menacing. So when you haven’t slept well, we
recommend taking this sound advice from Mollie’s mom: “You’re not allowed to
make judgments on your life when you’re short on sleep.”

Block off a day: One day every week, Liz does not let herself schedule meetings,
calls, or even social events. is off day lets her catch up on her work, so the rest
of the week doesn’t feel quite as hassled. If you can’t block off an entire day, try
blocking off a few hours for focused work.

Make room for minibreaks: Stepping away from your desk for even �ve minutes
helps you relax—and stay focused. Danish students who were given a short
break before taking a test got signi�cantly higher scores than their peers who
didn’t get any time to relax. Research also suggests taking a few minutes to
chitchat with your coworkers will help you de-stress faster than a solo break.

Set up an aer-work ritual: Your brain will bene�t from a signal that tells it, “Work
is over!” Some ideas: walk or bike home (even brief periods of light exercise are
good for you), meditate on your commute, listen to music, read a magazine, or
li weights (some studies show weight training boosts your mood more than
cardio). Cal Newport, author of Deep Work, ends each day by transcribing any
loose notes into a master task list, shutting his computer, and then saying the
phrase, “Schedule shutdown, complete.” “Here’s my rule,” he writes. “Aer I’ve



uttered the magic phrase, if a work-related worry pops to mind, I always answer
it with the following thought process: I said the termination phrase.”

Chiseling out time for yourself is the easiest and �rst step toward
detaching from your workaholic identity. But that’s usually easier said than
done: you’re emotionally attached to that self because you’ve spent a lot of
time together! To fully cut ties, try these additional mind-set shis.

Don’t extend the logic of the workplace into your
time off
Many people are overly enthusiastic about optimizing free time. Stop falling
into the type-A trap of compulsively making your hobbies more work than
work. If you love to play piano, don’t force yourself to practice for thirty
minutes at precisely 8:00 P.M. every weeknight and then beat yourself up
when you miss a day. Studies show when we mathematize our experiences—



by tracking our steps or measuring miles hiked—we don’t enjoy them as
much.

Get comfortable with being rigorously unproductive once in a while.
Being at rest for a time is not the same as wasting time: when you cut
yourself a little slack, you’ll be more focused and creative when you get back
to work. Dedicate a weekend every few months to a short getaway. Make
Saturday a no-chores and no-errands day. If you’re an extremely type-A
person, schedule social events that give you “permission” to step away from
work.

Cultivate personal relationships outside of your
job
“I love my job,” Beyoncé told GQ in an interview, “but it’s more than that: I
need it.” We now feel our work re�ects who we are and look to our jobs to
give us meaning and purpose. In a recent survey conducted by e New York
Times, Americans valued “having a ful�lling job” over “being married,”
“being religious,” “being a good neighbor,” “being involved in the
community,” “having a lot of friends,” and “having enough time for yourself.”



e busier we are, the more important we feel. We consider ourselves
tougher and more dedicated than our lazier colleagues. Work provides us
with a sense of purpose and can offer instant grati�cation in the form of
praise, raises, and promotions. But the more we tie who we are to what we
do, the more we emotionally attach to our jobs. We put constant pressure on
ourselves to always be our best and then feel exhausted when we fail to live
up to this unrealistic standard. And when we depend on our bosses for
validation, the smallest bit of critical feedback starts to feel like a rejection of
our entire selves.

Personal relationships help you maintain a healthy emotional distance
from your job—and keep you happy. Sociologists who tracked the day-to-
day �uctuations in people’s emotions found that workers are happiest and
least stressed on weekends. Nothing revolutionary there. But! e same
pattern held true for unemployed people. Turns out that what makes us
happy is not just free time, but when our free time aligns with our friends’
free time. In other words, spending time with the people we care about
makes us happy. “at social network, that each of you have each other’s
back, that they’re there for you and you’re there for them . . . at’s a
precious, precious resource,” explains Christina Maslach, a leading
researcher of burnout.

Burnout

Burnout is more than occasionally feeling tired or bored. According to
psychologist Christina Maslach, these are the top three signs of burnout:

Emotional exhaustion: You feel chronically drained. You have trouble
sleeping and constantly get head colds.
Depersonalization: You’ve become cynical and callous toward your
colleagues. Small things (chewing, loud typing, spelling errors) irritate
you more than they used to.
Lethargy: You feel ineffective and disconnected from the projects you
used to find fun; you’re just going through the motions.

Burnout is serious, but there are some steps you can take to undo its effects.
The first is to figure out why you might be feeling so down and then think of
what you can do to fix the issue.



If you have an erratic boss, can you move to a different team? If you never
receive any recognition at work, can you try gently outlining your
accomplishments when you next meet with your manager? If you’re stuck in
the same routine, can you learn something new, start exercising, or sign up
for an event you’d normally never attend? Talking with your loved ones,
getting more sleep, and working on your mental health (by spending time in
nature or meditating) can also help. But if the root cause of your burnout is a
job that makes you miserable, it might be time to look for a new position.

Stop overestimating your importance
Have you ever gotten sick and been surprised to �nd your office didn’t come
to a crashing halt while you were out? ough it’s nice to be necessary, your
colleagues will almost always be �ne without you for a few hours (or days).
In most jobs, work is never done, which means there’s never a perfect time
to go on vacation or head home for the day. Too many of us agree with the
statement, “No one else at my company can do the work while I’m away.”



Focus less on your own importance and more on those around you.
Compassion helps us become resilient: it improves our immune response,
reduces our stress levels, and is associated with the pleasure networks in our
brains. One way to practice compassion is to ask a colleague, “What’s on
your mind and how can I help?” Of course, if you consistently put someone
else’s needs ahead of your own, you’ll eventually be utterly drained and
resentful. Make sure you’re aware of your emotional limits to avoid
compassion fatigue.

Fall out of love with your phone



“People are all insane and talking on machines and twittering and
twottering. All that. I’m here looking for peace and quiet,” lamented the late
Maurice Sendak, author of Where the Wild ings Are. We could all do with
less “twottering”: too many of us are controlled by a constant stream of
noti�cations that leaves us stressed, distracted, and frustrated. e average
person checks her smartphone twice as much as she thinks she does. In fact,
we’re so phone addicted that nine out of ten of us experience phantom
vibrations, which is when you feel your phone vibrate in your pocket . . .
only to realize it’s not even there.



If you want to have more energy, limit your email, social media, and
messaging usage. Every ping is a distraction (Who is it from? What did they
say?), and constantly having to shi your attention to and from your phone
can make you feel tired and unfocused.

MOLLIE: I try not to check work email after dinner, otherwise I dream about
work; these are not good dreams. When I really need to concentrate, I’ll put
my phone on “do not disturb.” I also love writing on planes and trains
without wi-fi—no digital distractions!

Suggestions to help you establish digital boundaries:

Touch email once. When you open an email, you must respond to it immediately.
Liz used to read all her emails �rst thing in the morning and, in an effort to get
right to work, would then mark them all as unread with a plan to respond later in
the day. at meant she spent the morning obsessively thinking about all the
emails waiting in her inbox instead of focusing on her work.



If you’re in a leadership role, set an example. Aer she had children, TV writer
and producer Shonda Rhimes changed her work email signature to read, “Please
Note: I will not engage in work emails aer 7:00 P.M. or on weekends. IF I AM
YOUR BOSS, MAY I SUGGEST: PUT DOWN YOUR PHONE.” Dan Calista,
CEO of the consulting �rm Vynamic (whose motto is “Life is short. Work
healthy.”), created an email policy called zzzMail. Employees cannot send one
another emails on weeknights aer 10:00 P.M., on weekends, or during holidays.

THE POSITIVITY PARADOX

Aside from devoting our time and mental energy to work, we oen
unconsciously hand over something far more precious—our self-worth. You
may have high hopes for that enormous raise, prestigious promotion, or
swanky new job, but your excitement will almost always be less intense and
less lasting than you predict. Researchers �nd that your impact bias, the gap
between what you think you will feel and what you actually end up feeling,
oen leads you to “miswant”: you pine for futures that don’t end up making
you very happy. “I think you are out of your mind if you keep taking jobs
that you don’t like because you think it will look good on your résumé. Isn’t
that a little like saving up sex for your old age?” asks Warren Buffett.

Goals are great, and a raise or a promotion will feel amazing in the
moment. But promotions are usually not the keys to a happily ever aer. It’s
time to shed the unhealthy habit of glorifying the future to justify a
miserable present. “e direct pursuit of happiness is a recipe for an
unhappy life,” writes psychologist Donald Campbell. Constant happiness is
unattainable (or at least we have yet to experience it personally). We usually
describe ourselves as “happy” when we get more than we already had or
when we �nd out we are a little better off than those around us. Neither of
these are permanent states. Contentedness, on the other hand, can be more
emotionally stable. e most content people cra their ups and downs into
redemption stories: something bad happened, but something good resulted.



So how can you be more content now, in your less-than-perfect work
life? In this section, we’ll look at ways to feel better in the moment.

Stop feeling bad about feeling bad
Our jobs can put a lot of pressure on us to radiate happiness and positivity.
e values of many companies explicitly encourage employees to be positive:

Tiffany & Co.—Focus on the positive
Kellogg’s—Promote a positive, energizing, optimistic, and fun environment
Zappos—Build a Positive Team and Family Spirit



e pressure to be perky is so great that the National Labor Review
Board ruled employers cannot force employees to always be cheerful (we’re
guessing a lot of employees sulked in satisfaction aer the ruling). But the
nature of work is to experience setbacks and to show up when you’re
needed, even if you don’t feel like it. So stop blaming yourself for not feeling
happy all the time. A better version of the familiar adage “Grin and bear it”
may be: “Sometimes you have to bear it, but you shouldn’t force yourself to
grin.”

When we try to suppress our sadness, disappointment, or anger, we are
more likely to feel those same emotions. A survey that asked people to rate
how strongly they agreed with statements such as “I tell myself I shouldn’t be
feeling the way that I’m feeling” revealed that those who felt bad about
feeling bad had lower well-being than their more self-accepting peers. “How
we approach our own negative emotional reactions is really important,”
explains University of Toronto assistant professor Brett Ford. “People who



accept these emotions without judging or trying to change them are able to
cope with their stress more successfully.”

LIZ: Last year a close friend’s sister moved to a new city and initially felt
overwhelmed and depressed. In an effort to cheer her up, my friend began to
end each of their conversations with an upbeat “Be happy!” After a few weeks
of this, his sister told him that the phrase was making her feel worse. “I’m
going through a big change and I’m going to feel sad sometimes,” she said.
“And that’s okay. Stop telling me to only be happy.” The next time they
spoke, my friend ended the conversation with, “Feel feelings!”

Another reason to cut yourself
some slack: a little pessimism can go
a long way. Liz will oen convince
herself the worst is going to happen
(e.g., she’ll �ub an important client
presentation or bomb a test), but this
anxiety motivates her to work harder.
Researchers differentiate between
strategic optimists and defensive
pessimists (like Liz): strategic
optimists envision best possible
outcomes and try to make them
happen whereas defensive pessimists

tend to focus on what could go wrong and then work hard to avoid those
situations. In studies, these groups perform equally well except when
defensive pessimists are forced to cheer up.

You can also try a technique called reappraisal. e physical experience
of stress or anxiety—a faster heartbeat and higher levels of stress hormones
—is almost identical to our body’s response to excitement. Harvard Business
School professor Alison Wood Brooks found that people who take
advantage of this similarity by reframing their stress as excitement (for



example, by saying “I am excited” out loud) perform better. As psychologist
William James writes, “e greatest weapon against stress is our ability to
choose one thought over another.”

Confide in a few people, but don’t vent
Talking to a trusted colleague when you’re upset can be cathartic; when
nurses who are frustrated with patients or doctors can share their
frustrations with one another in private staff rooms, they are better able to
handle stress. One of our friends who worked as a social worker told us she
would oen admit to her colleagues, “I’m having a horrible day.” is
openness allowed her to discuss why she was upset, which helped her
process her anger or sadness and prevented her from projecting those
feelings onto her patients.

But it’s possible to get mired in your woes. Chronic venting, when you
rehash the same problems without trying to understand or solve them,
makes you and the people listening to you feel worse. Women might be
especially susceptible to the downsides of venting because they are oen
socialized to handle problems by talking about them. Psychologist Amanda
Rose found that although revisiting issues and focusing on negative feelings



strengthened female friendships, it also le both women feeling more
anxious and depressed.

When you’re upset, it feels good to run to someone in your support
network, the group of people who will immediately take your side (your
mom or your best friend, for example). But if you talk to only these people,
you sabotage your ability to learn from or �x the problem. Make sure you
also con�de in your challenge network, the people who will tell you hard
truths and push you to resolve the issue.

Get a clear picture of what you need to do
is tip is less about cultivating contentedness and more about blocking
unnecessary stressors. Uncertainty feels bad. When you’re confused about
what you’re supposed to be working on, you become wracked with guilt and
anxiety. And at work, feeling unsure oen turns into feeling unnecessary.
You start to fear for your job. You pull late nights at the office trying to do
everything, but with no real sense of accomplishment or relief. Research by
Berkeley professor Morten Hansen shows that a quarter of us are oen
unable to focus because of a lack of direction from our bosses.

You will feel a lot better about leaving at a reasonable hour or taking
vacation if you know you’re doing a good job (in fact, high performers take
almost twice as much vacation as their colleagues). And the �rst step to



feeling con�dent is to �gure out your boss’s priorities. “Working on the right
thing is probably more important than working hard,” notes Flickr
cofounder Caterina Fake.

How can you ask for guidance
without looking incompetent? If
you’re not sure whether the launch
email or report dra is more
pressing, don’t tell your boss you’re
confused. Instead, create a list of the
big items on your plate and rank
them in order of importance. en
take this list to your manager and ask
her to con�rm your prioritization.
You can say something like, “Here’s
what I’m working on this week. Is
there anything you would like me to
prioritize differently?” (And
managers, a great question to ask at

the end of every meeting or one-on-one is, “Did you get everything you
needed today?”)

Another way to avoid uncertainty: as you �eld requests, always ask
“When do you need this by?” en create a to-do list and make sure every
item you add is speci�c and can be checked off. For example, “Finish the
presentation” is vague. Instead, write “Finish writing the introduction for the
presentation.”

Focus on the here and now
Harvard psychologists Matthew Killingsworth and Daniel Gilbert estimate
we spend only half our time focused on the present. Why does that matter?
We’re happiest when we live in the moment, no matter what we’re working
on. In a study of more than �ve thousand people, Killingsworth and Gilbert
found that a wandering mind is usually an unhappy mind.

When our minds wander toward the past or the future, they oen end up
ruminating. Rumination differs from healthy re�ection, when we analyze
speci�c elements of a problem to better understand it. Say you email your



coworker edits to her dra and don’t get an immediate response.
Rumination occurs when you jump to thoughts like “she thinks I’m dumb”
or “my edits are always bad.”

You can learn to bring your mind back to the present and stop
ruminating. e �rst step to feeling better is to notice your cognitive
distortions, or the dirty tricks your brain plays on you. Psychologist Martin
Seligman identi�ed the “three Ps” we tend to focus on aer a negative event:

Personalization: thinking that the event is all your fault
Pervasiveness: thinking that the event is going to ruin every aspect of your life
Permanence: thinking you are going to feel like this (e.g., bad) forever





Don’t give the Ps a chance! If you �nd yourself pessimistically obsessing,
reframe your thoughts. Here are some ideas:

Personalization: Instead of
immediately thinking, “I’m the
reason we lost the client,” try to look
at what happened more objectively.
On any project, issues will come up
that are beyond your control. Own
up to your mistakes, but don’t
needlessly blame everything on
yourself.
Pervasiveness: If you realize aer a
meeting you had a stain on your
blouse, try not to become consumed
with anxiety. A tiny mistake is
unlikely to start a chain reaction that
ends in complete disaster.



Permanence: e words always and never are usually indications your self-
re�ection has turned self-destructive. Say your boss isn’t happy with a one-pager
you created. Instead of thinking, “I’ll never be a good designer,” focus on the
single event: “is wasn’t my best work, but I can learn more skills and improve.”

Another way to stop yourself from ruminating is through social
distancing, when you try to look at your situation through someone else’s
eyes. Ask yourself, “What advice would I give to a friend who felt similarly?”
is question forces you to step outside negative thinking patterns.

Lastly, remember your thoughts are simply that: thoughts. Acknowledge
them, but recognize they are not inevitable truths (even if they feel true).

Let go of what you can’t control
Stressors fall into two categories: those you can do something about (the
withins) and those beyond your control (the beyonds). If you’re anxious
because of withins—unanswered emails in your inbox or an impending
deadline—the easiest way to feel better is to complete the thing that is
stressing you out. “Nothing diminishes anxiety faster than action,” notes the
American painter and writer Walter Anderson.

How do you stop stressing about the things you can’t control? First, you
have to be diligent about recognizing what you can’t control. If you feel
responsible for the beyonds, you’ll never be able to con�dently say you’ve
done enough and relax.



LIZ: A few weeks ahead of a two-hundred-person event I was organizing, I
felt overwhelmed. One of the attendees was a career coach. Noticing I
sounded stressed on a call, she asked me, “When will you know that you have
done enough?” The answer seemed obvious: “When I feel the event has gone
well.” She laughed. “How much of the event do you think you can control? I
bet it’s less than 30 percent. What if a speaker gets sick or the caterer doesn’t
show up or it rains heavily during the planned patio lunch?

‘Enough’ has to be a metric that is within your control. For example, ‘By
the end of the week, I’ll have sent the program designs to the printer.’
‘Enough’ can’t be ‘When I feel good,’ because feeling good is a moving
target.”

Psychologist Nick Wignall schedules �ve to �een minutes every day to
write down all his anxieties. He then highlights everything that is (1) an
actual problem, (2) urgent (it must be done in the next day or two), and (3)
within his control. Nick would not highlight a hypothetical worry like,
“What if I get sick before the big client meeting next week?” He would
highlight “I forgot to reply to Christine’s email.” For each highlighted
problem, Nick sets a reminder to complete the next smallest step he can take
(e.g., “Respond to Christine’s email tomorrow at 9:00 A.M.”).





TAKEAWAYS

1. Take the break you can, whether it’s a vacation, a day off, or a
minibreak.

2. Make time to be rigorously unproductive, see friends and family,
and step away from your email and phone.

3. Stop feeling bad about feeling bad. Reframe your stress as
motivation or excitement.

4. Prevent rumination by viewing your thoughts as simply thoughts,
not as inevitable truths. Stay in the present and take care of the
things within your control.





C H A P T E R  3

Motivation

Inspire yourself:
Why you’re stuck and how to get moving





I n 2001, managers at Best Buy were extremely skeptical about a radical
new program HR had just announced. “I actually felt pretty scared
about the people on my team and what would happen to our business

results,” recalled a senior supervisor named Beth. e new program was
based on an internal survey about workplace motivation that had been sent
out two years earlier. Employees had overwhelmingly supported one
statement: “Trust me with my time. Trust me to do my job and I will deliver
results and be a happier employee to boot.”

e survey results had led Best Buy to run a pilot program that allowed
roughly three hundred employees to choose their work hours from a set of
schedules (9-to-5 could become 8-to-4, for example). e employees in the
pilot program were much happier and worked harder when given more
freedom. Now, despite concerns from management, the Results-Only Work
Environment (ROWE) program—which let employees “run free like
unicorns”—was about to be rolled out to the entire company. Here are the
thirteen guideposts for ROWE:

1. People at all levels stop doing any activity that is a waste of their
time, the customer’s time, or the company’s time.

2. Employees have the freedom to work any way they want.
3. Every day feels like Saturday.
4. People have an unlimited amount of “paid time off ” as long as the

work gets done.
5. Work isn’t a place you go—it’s something you do.
6. Arriving at the workplace at 2:00 P.M. is not considered coming in

late. Leaving the workplace at 2:00 P.M. is not considered leaving
early.

7. Nobody talks about how many hours they work.
8. Every meeting is optional.
9. It’s okay to grocery shop on a Wednesday morning, catch a movie

on a Tuesday aernoon, or take a nap on a ursday aernoon.
10. ere are no work schedules.
11. Nobody feels guilty, overworked, or stressed-out.



12. ere aren’t any last-minute �re drills.
13. ere is no judgment about how you spend your time.

“You can imagine the shitstorm we created,” noted Jody ompson, an
HR employee who led the shi to ROWE. Beth, the skeptical manager
mentioned earlier, worried: “I just couldn’t understand how I could let them
do whatever they wanted whenever they wanted. How in the world would
work get done?”

WHY AREN’T YOU MOTIVATED?

Motivation is a mess of chicken-and-egg relationships. Have you stopped
making progress because you’re bored, or are you bored because you
stopped making progress? Are you unmotivated because your work seems
pointless, or does your work feel pointless because you’re unmotivated?

If you’ve previously read about motivation you’re probably familiar with
this depressing statistic: only 15 percent of workers feel engaged at work.
at means most of us come into the office each day struggling to dredge up
the desire to do, well, anything. But motivation isn’t something that happens
once and then you’re done. Finding reasons to get up every morning and to
do your job well is a dynamic, ongoing process. at’s why this chapter is
devoted to the second new rule of emotion at work: Inspire yourself.



In this chapter, we’re going to disassemble all the elements of your job
(and your mind-set) so you can look at them with new eyes. We’ll show you
how your emotions create and sustain motivation and pinpoint the four
main reasons why you might be lacking motivation: (1) you have no control
over your work; (2) you don’t �nd what you do meaningful; (3) you’ve
stopped viewing work as a place to learn; and (4) you don’t like your
coworkers. ese are thorny problems, so this chapter might feel more
prescriptive than others.

You don’t have autonomy
“Ain’t no feeling like being free,” sing Destiny’s Child. It’s one thing to choose
to work on a project but an entirely different thing to have to work on a
project. Sometimes we don’t even realize our lack of freedom is bringing us
down, so we call it something else. Across a series of nine experiments,
people who said they wanted power turned down promotions to jobs that
gave them a lot of in�uence and instead picked jobs that gave them a lot of
freedom.



Of course, few jobs will let us do whatever we want, whenever we want.
But the more decisions we get to make for ourselves, the better we feel and
the harder we work. When Walmart began offering �ex shis, which gave
employees the ability to make their own schedules, absenteeism and
turnover both dropped. And back at Best Buy, ROWE was an enormous



success despite initial concerns.* Young workers chose to start later so they
could �t in a morning workout and avoid rush hour. Employees with
children le earlier to attend aer-school activities. Morale and productivity
shot up. Voluntary turnover dropped. “I couldn’t have been more wrong,”
admitted Beth, the supervisor who had expressed reservations. In the �rst
year of ROWE, her team became twice as productive and her lowest
performer suddenly excelled. “Giving [my lowest performer] ownership of
how she spends her time has done wonders. I can only wonder how many
other ‘low performers’ out there have the same potential.”

But what if you work for a micromanager or a company that won’t be
rolling out ROWE anytime soon? “Ask yourself: ‘Is there one small thing



within my own realm I can do differently tomorrow?’ e answer is almost
always yes,” Daniel Pink, author of Drive, advised us. Although it can be
challenging, it’s possible, even in constrained professional situations, to
create moments of freedom and inspiration. Find a half hour to read up on
something you’re curious about. Walk around the block between your
aernoon meetings. Grab a few coworkers and head to the coffee shop on
the corner for a quick break. “You can usually carve out a little slice of
sovereignty even if you don’t have total control of your schedule,” Daniel
Pink told us. “And something is better than nothing. Taking two ten- or
�een-minute breaks in the aernoon is doable for most people.”

Motivation and the Brain

Say you finish giving a presentation and your boss asks, “Why are you
wasting my life?” (Jeff Bezos once said this to an engineer.) The next time
you’re asked to present, you might lack motivation as your habenula—the
part of the brain that stopped our ancestors from eating poisonous berries by
reminding them how bad mistakes feel—reduces the amount of the
neurotransmitter dopamine in the brain.

Dopamine, which helps control your brain’s reward and pleasure centers,
lies at the intersection of motivation and action and is released when we seek
a reward. Dopamine levels in our brains vary the most when we aren’t sure if
we’ll be rewarded. Playing slot machines and checking our email, for
example, are so addictive because they don’t guarantee a specific outcome—
we keep coming back for the chance to win or receive an interesting message.
Studies of roulette players recorded an equal amount of activity in dopamine-
rich brain regions when gamblers lost money with a miserable near-miss as
when they won.





LIZ: If you want to get really crazy about staying motivated, set up a
variable reward system for yourself. I created a habit of focusing on a
single task (no checking Reddit or email!!) by pressing a random
number generator button every time I successfully concentrated for an
hour. If the generator (which was set to pop out a number between 0
and 10) gave me a 2, 3, 4, or 7, I allowed myself to eat a bowl of ice
cream (cookie dough!) after lunch that day.

How to increase autonomy:

Ask your manager to de�ne outcomes rather than processes. Members of teams
who are able to create their own processes are more motivated. Ask if your team
can decide how to get to the end result; Liz’s design clients oen give her a clear
description of what they want and when they need it but then let her �gure out
how to get it done.
Focus on small wins. Crossing something as small as “Answer Caitlin’s email” off
a to-do list energizes us. Harvard Business School professor Teresa Amabile calls
this the progress principle: even ordinary, incremental progress makes us happier
and more engaged with our work. (But remind yourself how your small goals
connect to a larger purpose; losing sight of the bigger picture saps motivation.)
Ask open-ended questions. Employees at IDEO start brainstorms with, “How
might we . . . ?” “How” asks employees to be descriptive, “might” suggests there
are good answers, but not a single correct answer, and “we” signals inclusivity and
teamwork.
If you’re a manager, hold office hours. Office hours are an opportunity for your
reports to come to you with questions. Instead of constantly monitoring their
work, give them the chance to problem solve and reach out when they need help.

You don’t find your work meaningful
“It’s not that I’m lazy,” explains Peter in the movie Office Space. “It’s that I just
don’t care.” It’s hard to motivate ourselves to do something when that
something feels pointless. Just ask behavioral economist Dan Ariely, who



had research participants assemble LEGO toys. While Ariely saved the toys
from one group, he dismantled the other group’s toys right before their eyes.
Participants in the �rst group made an average of eleven toys. e second
group stopped aer just seven. “People want to feel like they’re contributing,”
notes Ariely. “ey want a sense of purpose, a sense that work itself has an
impact.”

“It used to perplex me when I read about people who liked what they did
so much that there was nothing they’d rather do,” writes venture capitalist
Paul Graham. “e fact is, almost anyone would rather, at any given
moment, �oat about in the Caribbean, or have sex, or eat some delicious
food than work on hard problems.” A job won’t always align perfectly with
what we love to do, but there are ways to make our least favorite tasks
bearable if we remind ourselves of the people our work affects. In a survey of
more than two million people, social workers, surgeons, and clergy
members reported the highest job meaning, even though their work is not
usually associated with frequent lighthearted and happy moments.

How oen do you remind yourself who you’re helping by draing a
tedious email or cleaning a data set? Understanding the broader impact of
our work makes us more productive—and helps us get through particularly
dreary days. Even brief interactions with the people who bene�t from our
work make a big difference (Google calls these “magic moments”). Wharton
professor Adam Grant arranged for workers at the university’s scholarship



fund-raising call center to meet with a few scholarship recipients. ough
the meeting lasted only �ve minutes, the workers learned how much their
efforts had changed the recipients’ lives. A month later, the callers who
spoke with the scholarship recipients had raised almost twice as much as
those who did not.

LIZ: My favorite “magic moment” story comes from Maurice Sendak, who
wrote and illustrated Where the Wild Things Are. One day, Sendak received
a letter with a charming little drawing on it from a boy named Jim. In return,
Sendak drew a Wild Thing on a card and sent it to the boy. A few weeks later,
he received a letter from Jim’s mother that said, “Jim loved your card so
much he ate it.” “That to me was one of the highest compliments I’ve ever
received,” Sendak recalled. “He saw it, he loved it, he ate it.”



Because there are no absolutes, our mind-set matters—a lot. If your goal
is to inspire yourself, reframing how you view your work can change how
meaningful you �nd it. Yale professor Amy Wrzesniewski found you can
actively shi your work toward the things you enjoy through a process
called job craing. ere are baristas who see handing out a morning latte as
brightening someone’s day and graphic designers who feel their greeting
cards have enabled more happy birthdays than they’ll ever be able to count.
ese are both examples of job craing. Paquita Williams, a conductor for
New York City’s MTA subway system, views herself as a caretaker for her
passengers. When a power outage stopped Williams’s train underground,
she walked through the subway cars cracking jokes to make passengers feel
better.

How to find the parts of your job that could become meaningful:

Follow fun. “My main focus in life is surrounding myself with interesting and fun
people and curating my environment to be maximally fun,” writes MIT Media



Lab Director Joi Ito. Take note of the moments that bring you lightness to help
you uncover the parts of your job you �nd most meaningful.
Talk to your manager about how to get more engaging work. Aer a long
period of feeling bored at a past job, Kate Earle, former chief learning officer at
Quiet Revolution, decided to leave. Kate told us it never occurred to her to ask
her boss for more engaging work. In retrospect, having an open conversation
about her role and responsibilities might have helped Kate enjoy her work more.
Connect your work to a compelling purpose. When a SpaceX employee who
worked on the company’s manufacturing �oor was asked, “What is your job?” his
response was: “e mission of SpaceX is to colonize Mars. In order to colonize
Mars, we need to build reusable rockets because it will otherwise be unaffordable
for humans to travel to Mars and back. My job is to help design the steering
system that enables our rockets to land back on earth. You’ll know if I’ve
succeeded if our rockets land on our platform in the Atlantic aer launch.” He
could have simply said, “I assemble parts.”
Invest in positive relationships. Relationships can help increase a sense of
meaning. Offer to mentor a newer or younger colleague or plan an event that
helps people get to know one another.

You’ve stopped viewing work as a place to learn



LIZ: The day I quit my job as an economic consultant, I walked to the
Starbucks I visited every afternoon and applied to be a barista. I wanted
some sort of income while I figured out what to do next, but I didn’t expect to
learn much more than how to make a cappuccino.

Instead, I learned that every aspect of a Starbucks store is designed. The
music and lighting change depending on the time of day. The pastries are
laid out according to strict guidelines. The tables are round to ensure solo
coffee drinkers don’t feel lonely (there are no obviously empty seats at a
round table). I suddenly had so many questions: Which beverage has the
highest profit margin? (The Frappuccino; it’s mostly ice.) Why are baristas
not allowed to wear cologne or perfume? (Coffee absorbs odors; this is also
why Starbucks banned smoking in the late 1980s, long before any other
establishment did.) What is the most popular item on the secret menu? (The
Nutella drink: espresso, steamed milk, chocolate syrup, hazelnut syrup, and
caramel drizzle.)

Working at Starbucks sparked my interest in design and motivated me to
teach myself how to use Photoshop and Illustrator. Customers spent so much
money on coffee! But more than that, they loved the brand.



If you feel unmotivated at your job, it’s time for some tough love: you’ve
probably given up on learning.

MOLLIE: A former colleague had moved to a new job in a new industry every
year for seven years. Soon enough, she wanted to leave the job we shared.
When I asked her what she was looking for, she said she wanted work that
addressed all of her passions. She also admitted that she got bored easily. I
realized she wasn’t viewing her job as an opportunity to learn something
new. If you cultivate a sense of curiosity and keep an open mind, you can find
something you are interested in within any job.

“ere is only one way to learn,” writes Paulo Coelho in e Alchemist.
“It’s through action.” Push yourself to learn something new about your
company, its products, or your coworkers. If you need to be scared into



taking action, no problem: technological advances necessitate continuous
learning. e World Economic Forum predicts more than half of children
will work in jobs that do not yet exist; even the most talented engineer will
one day need to code in a language that has not yet been written. In today’s
workplace, continuing to learn isn’t optional—it’s a necessity. Author Seth
Godin explains, “e opportunity to level up is largely driven by you, by
what you choose to absorb, by who you choose to learn from.”

Boredom

In 2016, Frédéric Desnard attempted to sue his former employer for giving
him so little to do that his boredom left him severely depressed. Though the
court threw the case out, Desnard’s claim isn’t too crazy to anyone who has
counted down the minutes until they could leave the office. When faced with
the choice of doing nothing or receiving painful electric shocks, the average
person shocked themselves five times. One man was so desperate not to be
alone with his thoughts that he gave himself nearly two hundred shocks.

But boredom can motivate us by signaling that a more rewarding activity
might exist. Brief periods of boredom may help our wandering minds tap
into memories and begin connecting ideas. When people lie in fMRI
machines and wait for a task, their brains show increased activity in regions
associated with memory and imagination. Warren Buffett and Bill Gates
famously schedule time to simply sit and think. So next time you’re bored,
see where your mind takes you!



Learning by doing is the best way to discover work you �nd meaningful.
e advice to “follow your passion” assumes you know your passion (and
that you can easily make a living pursuing it). Pinpointing what you love to
do without working is like trying to choose a spouse based only on their
Tinder pro�le. “‘Always produce’ will discover your life’s work the way water,
with the aid of gravity, �nds the hole in your roof,” writes Paul Graham.

If you’re feeling anxious, learning something new might be a more
effective way of counteracting stress than simply relaxing. Niki Lustig, head
of Learning and Development at GitHub, received the following email
message from an employee who enrolled in a personal development class
using the company-sponsored learning and development bene�t: “Using
what I learned from the course I had taken, I wrote a script that is going to
simplify an otherwise horri�cally convoluted process . . . I can’t even begin
to tell you how cool it was to see . . . how this is going to help the team as it
continues to grow.” And it turns out that excellence is a bigger motivator
than even money; baseball players are oen willing to take a pay cut in order
to be on a winning team.



If you want to care more about something, put time and effort into it.
is is called the IKEA effect: people who put together IKEA furniture are
willing to pay more for their own self-constructed furniture than for
identical preassembled furniture. ey value their self-constructed furniture
more because it reminds them of their competence. Additionally, praise
about our performance feels good, which motivates us to become even
better. Workers at an investment bank who received meaningful
encouragement performed better than their peers.

Finally, delete from your memory the saying “You can’t teach an old dog
new tricks.” It is never too late to start learning new skills. e renowned
chef Julia Child began taking cooking lessons in her mid-thirties—one of
her early attempts at preparing a meal ended with an exploded duck—and
didn’t publish her �rst cookbook until she was �y-one. View your ability as
something that can always be further developed. Research shows that if we
view talent as �xed (“I’m not a numbers person” or “I’m not creative”), we
become easily discouraged by mistakes and are less motivated to make an
effort. If we instead see it as something that can we can grow, we see
challenges as opportunities and try harder to solve tough problems, which
both lead to higher achievement.



Deciding What to Learn

Too often, when we don’t know what we’re supposed to do, we just do
nothing. There are so many options for learning that it can feel
overwhelming. Should you start with gaps in your office skill set and learn
Python or how to build a website? Should you plan for the future and learn
Mandarin? Should you think about learning as a chance to find a mentor and
learn whatever the best available mentor will teach you?

First, if your employer will help you pay for classes, take advantage of it.
You can usually use your education budget to attend conferences, pay for
grad school, or (if your organization’s policies allow) take up a side hobby.

But the best way to decide what to learn is to take a step back and figure out
why you want to learn. What do you want to accomplish?

Stay in your current industry/career, but advance your position or skills:
Take evening classes related to the position you want to get to



Switch industries/careers:
Go to grad school

Expand your network:
Attend local meet-ups and workshops

Stay up-to-date with new developments in your field:
Schedule lunch-and-learns and book clubs in your office
Attend conferences

Master your current job:
Find a mentor

How to use your emotions to help you learn:

Swap skills. Schedule time with a coworker or friend to teach each other
something new. For example, Liz once helped a colleague learn how to use Adobe
Illustrator, and he then walked her through his top email marketing tips.
Take care of yourself. Evidence suggests students who are anxious or depressed
don’t learn. If you feel like stress or boredom has turned your brain to sludge, try
some of our recommendations in the previous chapter on health.
Look for new internal opportunities. A Southwest Airlines program called
“Days in the Field” lets employees spend a day in the department of their choice.
is experience gives them a better idea of where they might like to steer their
Southwest career path.
Start a side project. Side projects are a great way to engage a different set of
muscles than those you use at work and can be one of the most rewarding ways to
learn a new skill. When Liz wanted to learn coding basics, she decided to build a
simple personal website from scratch. A side project is also uniquely yours—you
aren’t doing it for anyone else, so you’ll have complete autonomy.

You don’t enjoy working with your coworkers
Choice, meaning, and opportunities for learning all make work more
enjoyable. But on rainy Friday mornings when we’re low on sleep and
irritated with our managers, research suggests our real motivation isn’t a
what, it’s a who. People with friends at work �nd their jobs more satisfying
and are less affected by stress. “Motivation comes from working on things
we care about,” notes Sheryl Sandberg. “It also comes from working with
people we care about.”



Not all work friends ful�ll the same need. We’ll cover three types: the
con�dant, the inspiration, and the frenemy. Understanding how and why
you relate to these people will help you commit appropriate mental
resources to developing workplace relationships that can quickly bolster
your motivation.

The confidant
is is the work friend who will commiserate when you’ve had a rough
conversation with your boss, rush you to the bathroom when you’re about to
cry, and give you honest feedback when you need it most. Con�dants make
us feel like we can conquer the world (or at least ace a presentation and
�nally ask for that raise). And they might even be the key to a more equal
workforce: women in India who went to job training sessions with a friend
were more successful than those who went alone.



But we’re increasingly less likely to have a con�dant at work. In 1985, half
of Americans reported having a close work friend, but by 2004, that number
had dropped to a third. Because we tend to switch jobs more frequently, we
might not invest as heavily in workplace relationships. “We view co-workers
as transitory ties, greeting them with arms-length civility while reserving
real camaraderie for outside work,” explains Adam Grant. To develop a
con�dant, start by building trust and sharing stories with a coworker you
gravitate toward. (In more cutthroat offices, you may not be able to �nd a
con�dant. In this case, you’ll have to rely on your nonwork social network
for support.) Or initiate a get-together: people who provide social support to
others—by organizing an office event or inviting colleagues to go to lunch—
are ten times more likely to feel engaged at work as people who keep to
themselves.

The inspiration



e inspiration is your platonic work crush: you don’t want to be with them,
you simply want to be them. is person can be either a colleague you
deeply admire or a formal mentor. Mentors help improve job satisfaction,
teach us how to be effective leaders, and steer us toward the right career
moves. “ey’ll bring a �eld to life for you. ey’ll teach you how to �nd
quality material in that �eld,” advises economist and author Tyler Cowen.
You can and should have many mentors throughout your career.

LIZ: I emailed a colleague I deeply admired when I was feeling particularly
low and unsure about trying to work as a self-employed consultant. I still go
back and reread her response when I want to feel motivated: “The worst
thing we do is bravely step out of the mold but then stupidly use someone
else’s rubric to judge our own lives every day. If you’re going to forge your
own path, then do so without judgment. It is a beautiful thing to want
something for yourself that originates from you.”

The frenemy
We tend to choose friends who are similar to us—especially at work. But the
more we have in common with someone, the more likely we are to compare
ourselves to them. e frenemy is both our friend and our benchmark
within the organization. Don’t feel guilty about experiencing the occasional
twinge of envy! Frenemies account for almost half of the important
members of our networks.



Although frenemy relationships are linked to greater stress, they also
motivate us to work harder. In a study of consultants, those who had a
frenemy made more of an effort to succeed and network. Leverage the
positives of a love-hate relationship by partnering on an important project;
you’ll try harder to prove yourself and might end up with a real friendship.

•  •  •  •  •

Even the best work friendships have a dark side. Sometimes being close with
our colleagues can leave us emotionally exhausted. Managing relationships
we care about while giving critical feedback or rushing to meet deadlines
takes effort. Talk to anyone who has worked at a startup where coworkers
describe themselves as a family, and you’ll inevitably hear how tiring it can
be. And for every friendship, there is also someone outside the friendship.
“We oen only consider the impact of these relationships from the
perspective of people within the friendships—i.e., Does this feel good? Do I
feel connected? Do I want to show up to work? But something that can be
great for people within the friendship can be really hard emotionally for
outsiders, which can have negative cascading effects throughout the



organization,” explains Julianna Pillemer, a PhD candidate at the Wharton
School. e closer the relationship between two colleagues, the more others
might feel unwelcome, even if the friends aren’t actively excluding anyone.
When Mollie started working at a past job, everyone already seemed to be
part of a clique. Mollie felt intimidated and awkward. is dynamic can
prevent information sharing; we seek help from our friends, so if we feel like
an outsider, we may not reach out when we should.

Taking IRL Work Relationships Online

To Facebook friend your coworker or not to Facebook friend your
coworker, that is the question. People tend to fall into two categories when
answering: segmentors and integrators. Segmentors draw a distinct line
between their personal and professional lives. (“I’d like to add you to my
professional network on LinkedIn but please never follow me on
Instagram.”) Integrators don’t create boundaries between work and home.
(“How are we not friends on Snapchat yet?”)

Unfortunately for segmentors, it’s becoming harder to keep coworkers out
of our social media lives without hurt feelings; more than 70 percent of
people like the idea of Facebook friending their colleagues, and almost half of
people find it irresponsible to ignore a friend request from a coworker.
Studies also show that people who withhold personal information are viewed
more negatively by their colleagues. Sorry segmentors, you might just have to
accept that friend request.

When we do friend our coworkers on social media, we quickly learn a lot
(sometimes, too much). “Social media creates boundary transparency—
where you can see the activities and relationships of coworkers outside of a
work context,” notes Pillemer. This can bring us closer by highlighting
connections or similarities that might come up only after months of casual
in-person conversation. (“We’re from the same hometown!”) But it can also
make us even more cliquish (“We went to the same school!”) or cause
resentment. Say you take a week off to bike through the Italian countryside
with your partner. If you post photos of the two of you clinking wine glasses
under the Tuscan sun, and your team is in the midst of a particularly
stressful project, they might get annoyed at you for sipping and savoring
while they’re pulling long hours.

Social media also makes us more aware of friendship groups, which can
lead to silos. We may not even realize that two of our colleagues are close
until we see them laughing together over drinks on Instagram. It’s then easy
to feel excluded (“Why wasn’t I invited?”) and be less comfortable reaching
out to them the next day.



How to benefit from having friends at work:

Embrace small moments. University of Michigan professor Jane E. Dutton found
that high-quality connections don’t require deep or vulnerable relationships.
Small moments of connection full of trust and engagement can be the beginning
of a meaningful relationship.
Prevent silos from forming. IDEO structures all of its teams to include designers
from different disciplines, so each team is cross-functional. IDEO’s San Francisco



office also has a ritual called Tea Time, in which people are invited to take a break
from their work at 3:00 P.M. and mingle with people they don’t work with directly.
Branch out during work events. Studies show that work events aren’t always
effective at helping people make friends. “People don’t mix much at mixers, and at
company parties, they mostly bond with similar colleagues,” says Adam Grant. To
make the most of work events, talk to at least one person you don’t already know.
Spend casual time together. Google and Facebook plan times for employees to
play games and eat meals together. At LinkedIn, coworkers get to meet one
another’s families on Bring Your Parents to Work Day.

To recap: motivation can be jump-started. You can increase your sense of
autonomy, �nd more meaning or purpose in your work (or zero in on the
parts of your job that could become meaningful), reframe work as a place of
learning, or make more friends at work.

But if you’ve made these major changes and you still dread waking up
every morning, we have one word of advice: quit. Life is too short to spend
time being unmotivated for (at least) eight hours a day.

TAKEAWAYS

1. To increase your autonomy, make small changes to your schedule.
2. Job cra: shi your responsibilities toward the things you enjoy to

make your work more meaningful.
3. Push yourself to acquire new skills. e more you know, the more

you’ll enjoy your work.
4. Invest in workplace friendships to give yourself another reason to

look forward to work.





C H A P T E R  4

Decision Making



Emotion is part of the equation:
Why good decisions rely on examining your emotions



LIZ: Four years ago, I was offered the position of executive editor at Genius, a
(then early-stage) music-media company. After my initial “Someone wants
me!” euphoria wore off, I plunged into a confused depression. Accepting the
position meant I would have to move to New York in less than two weeks. At
the time, I lived in a rent-controlled apartment in San Francisco, my crush
had finally asked me out, and I was reasonably content at my existing job.
With only three days to consider the offer, I anxiously discussed my options
with friends, mentors, Uber drivers, and anyone else who would listen. In
true economics-major form, I also tried to model out various scenarios and
rampantly abused the phrase “opportunity cost.” My exhaustive analysis led
me to conclude exactly nothing. Based on the metrics I had chosen, there was
no clearly superior option.

But I still had to make a decision. So, though it went against every fiber of
my hyperrational background and education, I turned to my feelings. I first
envisioned my life on the West Coast continuing uninterrupted. I felt a slight
twinge of regret. Then I imagined what would happen if I took the job: the
details of my first day, how I would get along with my coworkers, the New
York abuse I would undoubtedly receive for eating a giant street pretzel. My
heart beat faster—I felt excited and nervous and thrilled. I decided to accept
the offer.

Over the next two years, Genius went through drastic changes,
reorganizations, and an identity crisis. It was hard. Our team worked hard
(often in its own unique way). We slept at the office, exchanged three-
thousand-plus-word emails philosophizing about how our website mirrored
samurai Japan, chose the best marketing copy via a competition called “Pitch
Idol” (trophies included), and responded to GIF- and emoji-filled texts from
site users at all hours of the day. Through it all, I never regretted my decision.

Though basing such a life-changing decision on my feelings seemed
wildly irrational, scientific research (and my own experience!) indicates that
it wasn’t such an idiotic strategy after all. As we discuss in this chapter, a
range of studies show that the best judgment and problem solving
incorporates emotion. In fact, if emotion is entirely ignored in the decision-
making equation, the results can be surprisingly harmful.



A FORK IN THE ROAD

ere’s a science to listening to your gut. When making decisions, we tend to
think of rational analysis as straightforward and gut feelings as
disingenuous. But the reason emotions get a bad reputation is that we don’t
know how to decode them. at’s where the third new rule of emotion at
work comes in: Emotion is part of the equation. You might eventually
decide to ignore a feeling, but you should acknowledge it exists. In a lab
experiment, people who reported feeling the strongest emotions (good or
bad) at the moment of decision made the best investment choices—even if
they didn’t always follow their gut. Instead, they considered their emotions,
thought hard about which ones might be informative, and then regulated
the rest. Put differently, paying attention to all your feelings allows you to
control them instead of the other way around.

When people talk about decision making, they tend to assume that
feeling something and doing something with those feelings are the same
thing: that once we open the �oodgates, we’ll be bowled over by the crush of
our emotions.



But emotions aren’t mystical signals; they’re based on expertise,
experience, and rapid information processing (the psychologist William
James described gut feelings as “felt knowledge”). Ever felt something in
your bones that you couldn’t otherwise explain to yourself? ese feelings
can help you narrow down and prioritize your options. Say you’re applying
to new jobs. If the thought of becoming a marketing associate �lls you with
dread, you might want to cross that off your list of potential positions. And if
you feel a thrill imagining yourself as a data scientist, that’s an equally
important sign about what openings you should go aer.

e other reason to consult your emotions when making decisions is
because, well, you already are. It’s impossible to make a purely logical choice.
Even something as simple as choosing to put on a seat belt relies on
emotional parts of the brain. It’s easy to assume that “I put on a seat belt
because I want to be safe” is an unemotional decision, but that choice stems
from a reasonable fear of dying in an accident.



In this chapter, we’ll talk about
how to analyze your feelings, walk
through the differences between
relevant and irrelevant emotions,
look at one important decision you
should not let emotion in�uence, and
discuss how to make the best
decision based on your individual
emotional tendencies.

WHAT TO KEEP AND WHAT TO TOSS

Not all feelings should be weighted equally. Trusting everything your brain
throws at you without holding it up to a light is dangerous. Psychologists
differentiate between relevant emotions and irrevelant emotions.

Relevant emotions are directly tied to the choice you’re facing. For example, if
you’re trying to decide whether or not to ask for a promotion and the idea of not
asking �lls you with regret, that feeling is a relevant emotion. ese emotions can
be useful guides for picking one option over another.
Irrelevant emotions are unrelated to the decision at hand, but they like to stick
their tentacles into your reasoning. Say Liz stubs her toe or gets a speeding ticket.
She’ll get upset and might suddenly decide her colleagues’ ideas are all bad.

A good rule of thumb: keep
relevant emotions, toss irrelevant
emotions. When you’re making a
decision, ask yourself, “How do I
feel?” Label your emotions and then
categorize each as relevant or
irrelevant. If you feel anxious, think
carefully about whether the decision
is making you anxious or if your
nerves stem, for example, from a big

presentation you have to give later in the day. e ability to separate between
these two buckets sets you up for decision-making success.



MOLLIE: There are so many times when I make decisions based on how I’m
feeling in the moment (tired, hungry) rather than how I think I’ll feel in the
future depending on what decision I make. For example, I often have a hard
time motivating myself to go out to after-work drinks with my colleagues.
When I get the invitation for drinks, I always want to go. But by the time
6:00 P.M. rolls around, I am usually tired and hungry. These irrelevant
emotions make me want to head home to (1) eat dinner (I like to eat dinner
at the grandmotherly time of 6:30) and (2) get some introvert catnip (aka
alone time). But I know that if I do go out, I will feel happier and more
connected to my colleagues. I have to remember to let my relevant emotions
(feeling happier in the future) not fall prey to my irrelevant emotions.

Relevant emotions

ink of relevant emotions as your internal navigation system. When you
imagine what would happen if you picked one option over another, that
image is marked with a positive or negative feeling. For example, Liz felt a
thrill when she thought about moving to New York. is emotional signal
indicated it might be a good choice.

Relevant emotions are a common currency that let us compare apples
and oranges. Sometimes you’ll have to pick between options that can’t be
neatly compared (e.g., should I go to law school or become a yoga
instructor?). In these situations, how each choice makes you feel can help
when your pros-and-cons list falls short.

Relevant emotions also tend to last longer than irrelevant emotions, so if
you still feel the same thing a few hours or days later, that’s a good indication
it’s a relevant emotion. Here are some common relevant emotions and how
to think through them (some emotions can be both relevant and irrelevant,
but the ones we’re listing here are most commonly one or the other):



Anticipation

What it’s trying to tell you: If one option makes you feel particularly
energized and excited, that might be a signal you should more heavily
consider it. at said, start tracking whether or not your anticipation is a
good indicator. Psychologist Daniel Kahneman recommends keeping a
decision journal: when you’re faced with a choice, write down exactly what
you expect to happen and why that scenario makes you feel eager. is will
help you evaluate if your anticipation was accurate—and give you feedback
on how to treat your emotions when you make future decisions.

Anxiety

What it’s trying to tell you: ere’s good news about anxiety: you’ll be most
anxious about a decision when you’re trying to pick between good choices.
Psychologists call this the win-win paradox (neuroscientists refer to it as



“neural correlates of First World problems”). We’re not trying to cheapen
your stress—a difficult choice is a difficult choice—but hopefully this helps
you look on the bright side.

In order to harness anxiety in a helpful way, you have to understand
where it’s coming from. “Anxiety is the fear of more fear. It is rooted in the
need to control the things around us to keep our reality known and safe,”
explains executive coach Justin Milano. One good way to tell the difference
between fear and anxiety: fear is momentary, whereas anxiety oen lasts for
days or months.

e �rst step is to identify what you’re trying to control. Milano suggests
asking yourself, “What expectation, idea, or outcome are you attached to? A
speci�c investor? A speci�c client? A certain type of product working?”
Once we’ve uncovered our attachments, we can use our anxieties in a more
productive way. “e healthy thing to do is acknowledge the attachment to a
certain outcome, soen your grip on it, and use your creativity to design a
new path based on reality,” says Milano. For example, Mollie used to feel
anxious about making her clients happy, but she has learned that the desire
driving this anxiety is to feel useful. She now proactively asks her clients,
“What can I do to be more helpful?”



Milano developed a �ve-question exercise to help you discover what
your anxieties are telling you and learn how to make them productive.

1. What’s the anxiety?
2. Where do you feel it in your body?
3. What is the desire being mirrored? What is the desire

underneath that anxiety?
4. Once you discover the desire, do you choose to act on it?
5. If so, what are the creative action steps?

is exercise will help you move from reacting based on fear to reacting
based on problem solving and creativity.

Regret

What it’s trying to tell you: Try picking the option you think will minimize
regret. Psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky found that of all
emotions, people try hardest to avoid regret. “When people asked Amos
how he made the big decisions in his life, he oen told them that his strategy
was to imagine what he would come to regret, aer he had chosen some
option, and to choose the option that would make him feel the least regret,”
writes Michael Lewis in the book e Undoing Project. “Danny, for his part,
personi�ed regret. Danny would resist a change to his airline reservations,
even when the change made his life a lot easier, because he imagined the
regret he would feel if the change led to some disaster.”



MOLLIE: I often use this tactic to make decisions. Before I went to grad
school, I asked myself, “In ten years, will I feel more regret if I haven’t gone
to grad school or if I have gone?” It also helps with relationships. I’ve asked
friends, “Will you feel more regret in a year if you’re still with this guy or if
you’ve broken up with him?” This works because it forces us to try to picture
where we’d like to be in the future, and in our visualization, look to see: Will I
be using my grad degree? Will this guy keep making me happy?

ough we tend to be drawn to the status quo, research shows change
might make us happier. In an experiment, Freakonomics author Steven Levitt
invited people who were on the fence about a major life decision (like
quitting a job or ending a relationship) to let a coin toss determine their fate.
Heads meant make a change. Tails meant stick with the status quo. Six
months aer the coin toss, people who got heads—who made a change—
were happier. “People may be excessively cautious when facing life-changing
choices,” writes Levitt.

Envy

What it’s trying to tell you: “When
you envy someone, you learn that he
or she has something you wish you
had,” Gretchen Rubin, author of e
Happiness Project, told us. “When I
was considering switching from law
to writing, I noticed that when I read
about alumni in my school’s
magazine who had great law careers,
I felt a mild interest; when I read
about people who had great writing
careers, I became sick with envy.”



Envy reveals your values—if you’re honest with yourself. Most of us are
ashamed when we’re envious, oen because it implies the other person is
better at something than we are. As researcher Tanya Menon points out, it
takes courage to say, “I’m envious of Jane because I’m completely inadequate
relative to her at this job.” Next time you covet what someone else has, don’t
perform all kinds of mental gymnastics to convince yourself you feel
nothing. Admitting your envy might be a sign that you need to improve or
make a change.

Irrelevant emotions

We never make choices in an emotional vacuum. Even something as small
as �nding a coin in a copying machine can affect our mood, and then our
decisions. But when we become aware that our feelings are unrelated to a
decision, we’re quickly able to discount them. e simplest way to prevent
irrelevant emotions from marauding through your life is to let time pass
before making a decision. ink of it as screening for unwanted visitors.



Excitement

How it affects you: Excitement makes us overly optimistic and impulsive.
Excited people think they are less likely to get sick than other people and
tend to spend more money (this is why casinos are �lled with excitement-
inducing bright lights and loud noises). Excited people also think less
deeply, are more susceptible to bias, and better remember information that
matches their upbeat mood. For example, if you’re thrilled because you just
got a big bonus, and you then sit down to evaluate a colleague, you’ll
remember more happy memories with her.

How to counteract it: Excitement and anxiety are two sides of the same
coin. e best way to manage both is to �nd ways to calm your body.
Breathe in through your nose (instead of through your mouth) to better
regulate emotion or go for a quick walk or run.

Sadness



How it affects you: When we’re sad, we see the glass as half empty.
Emotional funks make us overestimate the chances of something bad
happening to us. We set lower expectations for ourselves and are more likely
to pick the option that gives us something now instead of tomorrow. But
feeling down in the dumps can also make us more likely to take the time to
carefully think through a decision. And that’s useful—to a point. Sadness
predisposes us to rumination, which can make us get stuck in an in�nite
loop of analysis that leaves us unable to pick an option and feel good about
it.

How to counteract it: Gratitude has the opposite effect of sadness. If
you’re not able to simply regulate your sadness away, list three things you’re
grateful for. To really boost your mood, write and personally deliver a
gratitude letter to someone you’ve never thanked for his or her kindness.
Compared to other happiness interventions, this simple act provides the
biggest and longest boost to happiness, with bene�ts lasting more than a
month.

Anger

How it affects you: Anger makes us hot-headed. We pick long shots over
safe bets, rely more on stereotypes, and are less willing to listen to advice.
And if you’re Warren Buffett, your anger costs you $100 billion. In 1964,
Berkshire Hathaway was a struggling textile manufacturer. Buffett, already a
well-off investor, knew the company was in trouble but still thought its
shares were underpriced. He bought into Berkshire expecting to soon sell



his stake back to then CEO Seabury Stanton for a quick pro�t. But when
Stanton offered him less than they had initially agreed on, Buffett saw red.
Instead of accepting a slightly smaller pro�t, he launched a yearlong
takeover campaign, buying more and more shares until he had the right to
�re Stanton. Because of this “monumentally stupid decision,” Buffett spent
the next two decades pouring money into the failing textile company—
before giving up. If he had spent the money on a better investment,
Berkshire Hathaway could have been worth $100 billion more than it is
today.

How to counteract it: Slow down and take a deep breath to prevent
yourself from making a rash decision. And don’t be so quick to shrug off
advice. Researchers had people watch one of two videos before asking them
to perform a mental estimation task: a calming National Geographic special
that portrayed �sh at the Great Barrier Reef or an anger-inducing clip from
the movie My Bodyguard that showed a young man being bullied. People
who watched the �rst accepted useful tips to help them make a guess,
whereas people who watched the second were distrustful of advice; three-
fourths of My Bodyguard viewers ignored useful tips—and then made worse
guesses.



Stress

How it affects you: Stress seems to affect men and women’s decision-making
behavior differently. Where men make riskier choices under duress, women
tend to choose the low-risk option.



How to counteract it: No sudden movements! “When you are stressed,”
writes psychologist erese Huston, “You usually want to move quickly
from ‘What am I going to do?’ to ‘At least I’m doing something.’” Gender
differences also point to the bene�t of diverse teams. Researcher Nichole
Lighthall explains, “It might be better to have more gender diversity on
important decisions because men and women offer differing perspectives.
Being more cautious and taking the time to make a decision will oen be the
right choice.”

HIRING



One giant caveat to our rule “emotion is part of the equation”: you should
never rely on your gut when hiring. Right now, emotion plays far too much
of a role in the interview process. More than three-fourths of people
involved in the hiring process at law, �nancial, and consulting �rms admit
they base their decisions on gut feelings (“It’s like dating,” explained a
banker, as if dating is never a hot mess). We’re also quick to judge: studies
show interviews are effectively over aer the �rst ten seconds. Once
interviewers make their initial assessment, they use the ensuing
conversation simply to con�rm it. e problem with relying on emotion in
hiring decisions is that we end up hiring people who make us feel good.

Why shouldn’t we hire people who make us feel good? It’s because the
spark we feel while talking to someone has little to do with whether or not
they’re the best person for (or even able to do) the job. We see people who
are similar or familiar to us as better than those who are not. (“You’re from
Atlanta? I’m from Atlanta!”) So when we hire based on our feelings, “like
hires like hires like hires like,” Patty McCord, who led HR at Net�ix for
fourteen years, told us. And, in fact, the best predictor of how positively
candidates will be perceived is how similar they are to the interviewer. In
this section, we’ll look at why following your feelings when hiring leads to
poor decisions and how to hire for skills instead.



It’s not breaking news that we hold biases against certain groups that
cause unintentional and implicit discrimination. Women have a harder time
entering stereotypically masculine �elds, whereas men will oen not even
apply for stereotypically feminine roles. (One recruiting ad tried to combat
this with the slogan “Are you man enough to be a nurse?”) Women of color
can face even greater difficulties. Black women feel more pressure to
continually prove themselves, and Latina women who act assertively risk
being viewed by their coworkers as “too emotional” or “crazy.” Bias creates a
self-ful�lling prophecy: if you think a candidate is going to fail—and your
gestures indicate this expectation—you condemn the candidate to fail.
Minority employees whose bosses think poorly of minorities perform much
worse than they do while working for unbiased managers. And black men
oen feel compelled to work longer hours as a way to counteract stereotypes
that they have a poor work ethic.



Unfortunately, turning off emotion is impossible: it will play a role in the
interview process whether you want it to or not. Still, there’s a lot you can do
to curb bias. e best way is to clearly outline what missing skills your team
needs to succeed and then objectively test if a candidate can do those things.
“When you start by de�ning the problem, you’re more open to different
ways of solving it,” Patty McCord told us. Blind evaluations, where a
candidate’s race, gender, or background is concealed, force evaluators to look
only at skill level—and oen lead to a more diverse set of hires. Orchestras
famously reduced gender bias by asking musicians to audition behind a
curtain. Aer implementing a blind submission process, e Daily Show
hired more women and minorities.

Always conduct a structured interview: start by writing a list of questions
and then create a scale by which you can assess responses fairly. Google’s
qDroid, an internal tool, lets interviewers select the job and skills they’re
screening for and then sends them relevant questions. Examples include,
“Tell me about a time your behavior had a positive impact on your team”
and “Tell me about a time when you effectively managed your team to
achieve a goal. What did your approach look like?” Ask each candidate the
same set of questions; if you don’t standardize the interview process, you
can’t objectively compare answers.



Score each response immediately and compare them horizontally.
Memory is unreliable, so aer an interview, you will most vividly remember
recent, emotional, and entertaining answers. at means if you wait until the
end of an interview to score a candidate’s answers, you rely on polluted
judgment. When you sit down to compare candidates, look at and rank all
the responses to the �rst question. en look at and rank all the responses to
the second question, and so on. is prevents you from focusing on a single
candidate for too long, which is when bias creeps in. You might also be
surprised: the person you thought was the front-runner may have given an
amazing answer to one question but given only lackluster responses to
everything else.



We’ll leave you with a �nal warning of what happens when you don’t rely
on structured interviews. Yale professor Jason Dana and his colleagues asked
two groups of students to predict their classmates’ GPAs. One group had
access only to past grades and current course lists, whereas the other was
also allowed to conduct interviews. e students who interviewed their
classmates were signi�cantly worse at predicting future GPA. Even scarier,
most didn’t notice that some interviewees had been instructed to give
random and sometimes nonsensical responses.

How to reduce biased decisions in the hiring process:

Prepare. Make sure you understand what skills and attributes you’re looking for
in a candidate. If you’re pulled in to interview someone last minute
(unfortunately, this happens a lot), ask the hiring manager to give you a copy of
the job description and a few example questions.
Remove names from résumés when screening. When researchers submitted
identical résumés to businesses, those with white-sounding �rst and last names
received 50 percent more responses than those with African American–sounding
names, an effect that hasn’t diminished since the �rst such study was done in
1989.
Ask for work samples. Give candidates a typical problem they might face in the
role or an issue you’re currently working on. en ask them to write out a basic
overview of the methodology they would use to solve it. Work samples tend to be
the best predictors of how someone will perform on the job—signi�cantly better



than interviews, education level, and even experience—and make it easier for
evaluators to judge candidates based on skills.
Don’t try to “break the streak.” Even the order in which we interview candidates
can affect how we perceive their competence. As interviewers, we tend to believe
there should be an equal number of strong and weak applicants. If we talk to �ve
outstanding people in a row, we’ll assume the sixth candidate is less likely to be
good, just to break the streak.
Make interviewers give each candidate a numerical likability score.
Quantifying your personal feelings about candidates makes it easier to control for
them.
Make hiring a group decision. Keep evaluations objective and insist hiring
decisions be made by a group (not a single manager).

Negotiating

Some of our biggest decisions revolve around salaries, promotions, and
project assignments. But before we enter these negotiations, we go through
an internal tug-of-war. Sometimes these inner debates are straightforward
(“I need to ask for extended leave because my dad is sick”), but they can also
be drawn out and exhausting. (“Should I put my name in for a promotion?
Who am I to ask for anything?”) Our inner pessimists can compromise our
ability to negotiate effectively—or convince us not to negotiate at all. You
think about asking for a raise and then immediately concoct a list of reasons
why you shouldn’t: The company is going through a rough period. Your
colleagues have also worked hard. Your boss will be offended you asked. Left
unresolved, this inner turmoil might mean you make weak first offers,
respond too quickly to counteroffers, and settle for less than your confident
colleagues. So before you go into a negotiation, come to an inner consensus
on what you want.

Next, understand your negotiation style—and how your gender or culture
may have shaped it. Minorities tend to ask for less during salary negotiations,
and women agree to take on more projects than their male colleagues. If
you’re susceptible to self-doubt, imagine you’re negotiating on behalf of
someone you care about. In a lab experiment, women who negotiated for
themselves asked for $7,000 less than men. But when they negotiated for a
friend, they demanded just as much money as the men did. It might also help
to have an “if-then” plan ready: “If the other side offers me less than I want,
then I will restate my reasons and ask if there are non-salary-based benefits.”



MOLLIE: This might be the most lucrative advice we will give you: If
you’re asking for more money (either for your starting salary in a new
job or for a raise at your existing job), try this magic line: “I don’t want
my salary to be a distraction to me while I’m in this role.” I have used
this sentence to successfully raise my starting salary at several jobs. By
saying you don’t want your salary to be a distraction (i.e., distractingly
low), you are stating a fact that both you and the other person believe
to be true. You are having empathy for both yourself and the other
party. They also don’t want you to be distracted.



A DECISION-MAKING CHECKLIST

Checklists save lives: aer pilots and surgeons started using checklists to
make sure they weren’t skipping important steps, accidents, infection rates,
and deaths all declined. In this section, we’ve put together a “manage your
mind” checklist. We obviously can’t map out the perfect series of steps for
each unique decision you’ll face, but checking off the boxes for these basic
steps will help you prevent easy-to-make mistakes.

First, to anyone whose nightly ritual is to mentally �ip through all the
terrible decisions you’ve made, listen up: life is �lled with uncertainty. You
might still be wrong even with the right process in place. You can accurately
predict that a coin �ip is equally likely to be heads or tails, but you’ll never
be able to say with complete certainty that it will be heads. So don’t be overly
hard on yourself if things don’t turn out perfectly.



☑ Write out your options. If you’ve written down only two things, take a
moment to see if you can introduce an additional alternative. Choices usually
aren’t binary. When you limit your decision to yes or no, or A or B, you make
the stakes much higher than they might actually be. So if you’ve listed “Stay at
my current job” and “Take the new job,” think about whether you could
broaden your menu by adding something like “Stay at my current job and ask
for a promotion.”

☑ List everything you’re feeling. Are you irritated? Afraid? Craving caffeine?
☑ Regulate or counteract each irrelevant emotion.
☑ Link the remaining relevant emotions to speci�c options. Notice if a feeling

is tied to a single choice. Are you most excited when you imagine yourself
picking option A? Are you afraid you’ll regret choosing option B?

☑ Ask what, not why. Compare “Why are you afraid?” to “What are you afraid
of?” You can easily answer the �rst question with a self-pitying platitude
(“Because I never try anything new”), but the second forces you to address
your speci�c feelings about the decision at hand. “Why questions draw us to
our limitations; what questions help us see our potential. Why questions stir



up negative emotions; what questions keep us curious,” writes psychologist
Tasha Eurich.

☑ Figure out your decision-making tendency. Which of the following better
describes you?

1. You like to gather as much information about your options
as you can before picking one. Even if you �nd something
that meets your requirements, you feel compelled to keep
looking just in case. You want to pick the best possible
option.

2. You have a general idea of what you want, and once you
�nd a reasonably suitable option, you pick it and move on.
“Good enough,” you think.

If you picked 1, you’re a maximizer. If you picked 2, you’re a satis�cer.
Satis�cers are usually happier with their decisions, even when maximizers end
up with objectively better options. For example, maximizers tend to �nd jobs
that pay more, but they are less likely to be happy with their choice because
they get weighed down by complicated, inconclusive second-guessing.

Maximizers, here are some strategies to help you get unstuck:

Narrow down your choices tournament-style:



Divide your options into equal piles (for example, if you have six options,
make three piles of two).
Pick the best option from each pile.
Put the winners into a new pile.
Pick the best option from the pile of winners.

Arbitrarily limit the number of choices you consider. Say you’re deciding where
to go to lunch. You can tell yourself you’ll look at only three places, instead of
thirty. “‘Good enough’ is almost always good enough,” advises Barry Schwartz,
author of e Paradox of Choice.
Don’t rush through the �nal decision. Going back and forth between two
options isn’t all bad. When you’re faced with a novel decision, anxiety or
indecision might just be your brain’s way of slowing you down so it has enough
time to more accurately weigh the evidence for or against each option.

☑ Run your thinking by another person. Walk a mentor, colleague, or friend
through your options. Verbalizing your thought process forces you to
synthesize the information you’ve been collecting. e other person can also
help identify biases that may be affecting your decision making.



☑ Make a decision. Aer completing the above steps, you should be able to rule
out a fair number of options and be con�dent you made the best decision you
could. And luckily, research shows that our minds work hard to help us stay
content with whatever we choose—even when what actually happens is
different from what we expected.



TAKEAWAYS

1. Recognize that listening to your feelings is not the same as acting
on your feelings.

2. Keep relevant emotions (those related to the decision you’re
facing); toss irrelevant emotions (those unrelated to the decision
you’re facing).

3. Do not rely on emotion when deciding whether or not to hire a
candidate. Use structured interviews to reduce biased hiring
decisions.

4. Before an external negotiation, come to an inner consensus.





C H A P T E R  5

Teams

Psychological safety first:
Why the how matters more than the who





I s my idea great or deeply dumb? our friend Lila wondered to herself, her
palms starting to sweat in the middle of a team meeting. If I say
something, will people discover I’m a complete fraud?

Lila had been on her team for only two weeks. She didn’t know her new
teammates well, but they both seemed hypercompetitive. Karl oen talked
over her, and Anna usually answered questions with an exaggerated eye roll.
Lila worried they saw her as completely incompetent.

Finally, aer �ve (or maybe ten?) minutes of internal debate, Lila went
for it. As she �nished her thought, Anna raised an eyebrow. Lila trailed off,
�lled with self-loathing. Here comes the eye roll. But then Anna nodded
slowly. “at’s really cool,” she mused, sounding optimistic. Karl jumped in.
“Yeah, not bad!” Relief �ooded Lila’s body (talk about emotional whiplash),
and she smiled tentatively. Her idea had been pretty good.

“Why did I doubt myself so much?” Lila lamented to us over drinks in
San Francisco. She stared into her half-full beer.

is brings us to the fourth new rule of emotion at work: Psychological
safety �rst. In this chapter, we’ll show you how to build a team whose
members feel safe throwing out ideas, taking risks, and asking questions.
We’ll walk through the ways successful teams manage different types of
con�ict. And �nally, we’ll look at how you can deal with three types of
particularly bad apples: jerks, dissenters, and slackers.



PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

What makes a good team good? Before you answer, consider a simple
experiment run by Alistair Shepherd. At the beginning of a business school
pitch competition, Alistair asked participants a series of OkCupid-inspired
questions. ink “Do you like horror movies?” and “Do spelling mistakes
annoy you?” Based solely on the answers, Alistair accurately predicted the
ranking of all eight teams—without any information about members’
intelligence, experience, or leadership skills. How did he do it? e answer
has to do with how each team member felt.

Google discovered this same elusive emotional ingredient in 2012, when
a group of researchers analyzed nearly two hundred teams to �gure out why
some teams succeed where others fail. e results were surprising:
individual team members’ tenure, seniority, and extraversion didn’t seem to



affect team performance. “We had lots of data, but there was nothing
showing that a mix of speci�c personality types or skills or backgrounds
made any difference,” recalled Abeer Dubey, a manager in Google’s People
Analytics division. “e ‘who’ part of the equation didn’t seem to matter.’’
What mattered was the “how”: the best teams were those whose members
respected one another’s ideas. People on these teams had psychological
safety: they felt they could suggest ideas, admit mistakes, and take risks
without being embarrassed by the group. To �nd out if your team is
psychologically safe, see our �ash assessment on this page.

Success depends on psychological safety. At Google, members of teams
with high levels of psychological safety were less likely to leave their jobs,
brought in more revenue, and were rated effective twice as oen by
executives. MIT researchers who studied team performance came to the
same conclusion: simply grouping smart people together doesn’t guarantee a
smart team. Online and off, the best teams discuss ideas frequently, do not
let one person dominate the conversation, and are sensitive to one another’s
feelings. Alistair Shepherd asked about horror movies and spelling mistakes
because he was looking for groups that were tolerant of differing
perspectives. And Lila worried so much about speaking up because she
didn’t feel a sense of psychological safety.



Everyone screws up. Say Mollie admits a mistake and Liz responds by
making her feel even worse than she already does. e next time Mollie
needs help she might be reluctant to say anything, even if the long-term
consequences of not asking for help will feel much worse than being
embarrassed by Liz. is dynamic is present even in medicine, where
mistakes can be fatal. In a simulation, teams of doctors and nurses were
asked to treat a “sick” mannequin. e groups were randomly assigned an
expert who either belittled team members by claiming they “wouldn’t last a
week” or treated them neutrally. e results? “Scary,” wrote the lead
researcher. e teams with a rude expert made grave mistakes: they
misdiagnosed the patient, didn’t resuscitate or ventilate appropriately, and
prescribed the wrong medications.



Psychological safety matters even more when it comes to building
diverse teams. ere is an unambiguous and meaningful bene�t to having
people from different backgrounds on your team only when psychological
safety exists. It’s easy to see why. Say you have one marketing analyst and
nine engineers on a team. In the absence of psychological safety, the analyst
will think twice before he speaks for fear he will get savaged by the
engineers. When you make the environment safe, he’ll use his uniqueness as
a skill instead of a hindrance. Every person on a team knows something that
no one else knows. at’s why teams exist: you need more than one person’s
set of ideas and skills to solve a problem. If you don’t let people speak up, or
you make them feel stupid when they do, you limit your team’s chances of
pulling off something magical.



Psychological safety also helps your team get to burstiness, when group
members build on one another’s ideas so rapidly the room feels like it’s
bursting with creativity. “Burstiness” is the opposite of an ineffective and
sludgy brainstorm session: highly creative teams tend to be more “bursty,” as
members contribute ideas freely and quickly. But—and this is a crucial but—
teams need a base of psychological safety so members don’t take the
accidental interruptions that oen come with rapid-�re-idea interruption
personally. Uber’s poisonous culture meant that the endorsement of “toe-
stepping” was “too oen used as an excuse for being an asshole,” wrote one
of the company’s executives. “You want a whole bunch of different opinions
in there and yet you don’t want to get bogged down in con�ict,” explains Jill
Soloway, creator of the TV show Transparent. “You want people who are
shit-starters creatively, but not in real life.” In the next section, we’ll look at
how to preserve all the good parts of burstiness without getting mired in
con�ict.



Unfortunately, you won’t always be able to create psychological safety for
your team. Cutthroat offices value bravado and bluster, traits that usually
don’t make for great team players. Or you may work with people who’ve
spent years at institutions that prize individual effort in a competitive
setting. Aer his �rst year in a prestigious graduate program, a friend of
ours had learned to say, “You’re of course familiar with the work of so-and-
so?” His phrasing didn’t make “no” feel like a safe answer. If you’re on a
psychologically unsafe team, take care of your mental well-being and focus
on what you can control. Because “what you can control” differs depending
on your role, we’ve broken out the bullet points below into what you can do
as an individual and what you can do as a leader.

How to create an environment of psychological safety as an
individual:

Encourage open discussion. Questions like “What does everyone think?” or
“Does anyone disagree?” do not effectively invite opposing viewpoints. Especially
if someone on the team is an introvert, ask each team member to write out their
thoughts and then have everyone share out loud. And don’t forget follow-up
questions. “I’ve found that whenever you ask a question, the �rst response you get
is usually not the answer,” says Roshi Givechi, a former partner at IDEO. Roshi
recommends asking team members to “say more about that” and advises
suggestions be given only aer a “scaffolding of thoughtfulness” has been
established.
Suggest a bad ideas brainstorm. Have team members throw out purposefully
absurd ideas or ask them to come up with the worst suggestion they can think of.
is exercise takes the pressure off and allows team members to be silly and
adventurous.
Ask clarifying questions (to make it okay for others to do the same). When
team members use acronyms or jargon, ask them to explain (and avoid using
them yourself). Although you may initially worry about how you’ll be perceived
for asking clarifying questions, remember you’re modeling this behavior for
others, and together you can all increase psychological safety.
Use generative language. If someone has an interesting suggestion, respond with,
“Let’s try it!” If you like the gist of someone’s idea, say, “Building on that idea . . .”
or borrow from the world of improv and make “Yes and . . .” your catchphrase.

As a leader:



Create team agreements. At the beginning of a meeting or project, create a list of
ground rules for how you’ll treat one another. Keep the list in a visible place (e.g.,
hang it on the wall). Example agreements: assume good; trust one another; be
present.
Ask your team how you can help. Don’t put the onus on your team members to
tell you they feel psychologically unsafe—they won’t. As a leader, it’s your job to
start the conversation. Ask individual team members, “What’s one thing I could
do to help the team feel safer taking risks?”
Balance activities with communication. B. Byrne, a product manager at
Coinbase, shared the following analogy: every relationship, professional or
personal, is like building a tower of popsicle sticks. Experiences (e.g., eating
together, working on a case together, or coauthoring an article) are the popsicle
sticks, and communication is the glue. If you do things together but never take
the time to discuss your feelings or needs, the tower will be constructed of only
popsicle sticks and will eventually fall over. But if you overanalyze every
interaction and never step back to simply enjoy each other’s company, the tower
will be weighed down by glue and melt in on itself.
Ask questions that get to a deeper level. BlackRock uses a number of icebreakers
when starting conversations. One has employees split into pairs (people are more
trusting when they talk to a single person versus the whole room) and answer the
prompt, “When you think of your childhood, what meal comes to mind and
why?” is disarming question sets the stage for more disclosure later. “No one
just says pizza,” explains managing director Jonathan McBride. “Instead, they give
you a story about their family, their culture and upbringing, and weekly traditions
with their parents or grandparents. You get something like, ‘My family baked
pizzas together each Sunday and the whole family would prepare the meal
together.’ Even though you’re discussing food, you get a story about someone’s life
and family that you wouldn’t normally get in �ve minutes.”

THERE WILL BE CONFLICT

“If two men on the same job agree all the time, then one is useless,” wrote
movie producer Darryl Zanuck. “If they disagree all the time, both are
useless.” At its best, con�ict sparks breakthroughs. Early con�ict between the
creators of Toy Story led to two pivotal changes: the original mechanical
drummer character was replaced with a karate-chop-style space toy that
became the much loved Buzz Lightyear, and a ventriloquist’s dummy
character was changed to a pull-string cowboy doll named Woody.



Of course, con�ict can also upset us so much that we burn out or “rage
quit” (a term our friend coined). Unmanaged debate leads to brainstorm
breakdowns. When people get mired in disagreements or shut down, the
group comes up with fewer and worse ideas than if everyone simply worked
alone.

In this section, we’ll talk about how to protect psychological safety even
when you’re butting heads. You need to learn to navigate two main types of
con�ict: task con�ict (the clash of creative ideas) and relationship con�ict
(personality-driven arguments). Task and relationship con�ict are oen
related: it’s hard not to take disagreement over ideas personally.



Task conflict
e two of us are not immune to creative clashes: we oen dealt with task
con�ict while writing chapters of this book. Mollie likes to quickly write an
initial dra and send it to our editor for immediate feedback whereas Liz
prefers to mull over sections and send our editor a more polished version.
Over time, we realized this difference is useful—Liz ensures we don’t send
out a half-baked chapter and Mollie prevents Liz from obsessing over
syntax. We learned to �nd a healthy tension and talk through why we do or
don’t feel ready to hand over a chapter (but we still stepped on each other’s
toes sometimes!).

ere’s hope for you, too. Teams can create structures that encourage
task con�ict while making sure it stays productive. Every morning during
Pixar dailies (daily reviews of dra �lms), animators look at one another’s
partially completed frames and propose edits to the motion, body, and facial
expression of the characters. Participants are encouraged to make all
comments about the shot, not the animator; comments on stills from the
movie Inside Out included, “Vary shape of pupils” and “More on her toes.”
Another central rule at dailies: “You shouldn’t change things just to make



them ‘yours’—you want to make them ‘better,’” writes Pixar animator Victor
Navone. When teams take the time to discuss the pros and cons of each
member’s suggestions, they make better decisions.

User Manuals

The best way to navigate potential conflict is to preemptively create
structures that help communicate preferences and work styles. Many of the
CEOs interviewed by New York Times columnist Adam Bryant create “user
manuals” or “how to work with me” guides to make collaboration easier. To
achieve the same with your team, Adam recommends blocking off an hour to
answer the questions below. Ideally, invite a neutral facilitator to guide
discussion.

WHAT EVERYONE SHOULD KNOW ABOUT YOU:



1. What are some honest, unfiltered things about you?
2. What drives you nuts?
3. What are your quirks?
4. What qualities do you particularly value in people who work with you?
5. What are some things that people might misunderstand about you that

you should clarify?

HOW TO WORK WITH YOU:

1. What’s the best way to communicate with you?
2. What hours do we want to work together? Where and how do we want to

work? (Same room, what kinds of meetings, what kinds of file sharing?)
3. What are our goals for this team? What are our concerns about this team?
4. How will we make decisions? What types of decisions need consensus?

How will we deal with conflict?
5. How do we want to give and receive feedback? (One-on-one, in a group,

informally, or during a specified time each week—like at a retrospective?)

MOLLIE AND LIZ’S ANSWERS TO # 1:

Mollie: I warm up to people slowly. Once you get to know me, I think
you’ll find that I’m warm, generous, and even silly. But I can come across
as more reserved and serious at first. Be patient with me as you get to
know me.
Liz: I love to be left alone when I work. When I was an economic
consultant I took a personality test called the DISC assessment, which
stated that the best way to work with me is to “be brief, be bright, and be
gone.” So accurate. . . . For people who enjoy frequently emailing or
messaging one another, my behavior can come across as antisocial, but I
don’t intend it to be. I can’t concentrate if I’m constantly being pinged—
cognitive switching is a productivity sinkhole.

Schedule time to check back in about your team’s answers. It’s always
better to start with more structure and check-ins about everyone’s work style
at the beginning. You can always cancel planned meetings if you feel
everything is going smoothly.

Relationship conflict
Let’s go back to our con�ict about whether or not to turn in a chapter dra.
If Liz had at any point said to Mollie, “It’s a dumb idea to send this chapter to



our editor now,” and Mollie responded with, “You never take my suggestions
seriously,” what started out as task con�ict would have devolved into
relationship con�ict (and goodbye, psychological safety). No amount of
time, talent, or money will save you if you let relationship con�ict hijack a
discussion. Pop culture is littered with examples of teams whose personal
feuds led to public implosions. One member of the Eagles famously told
another, “Only three more songs before I kick your ass”—the band didn’t
play together again for more than a decade. And the Seinfeld cast found it so
difficult to work with Heidi Swedberg, the actress who played George’s
�ancée, Susan Ross, that they convinced show creator Larry David to kill her
off.

It’s easy to write relationship con�ict off as a clear-cut case of
irreconcilable differences, but it can oen be resolved simply by hearing
each other out. For example, you’re probably either a Seeker (you like to
argue) or an Avoider (you’d rather eat a slug than deal with confrontation).
ese two types run into problems when Seekers engage in ritual
opposition, a form of verbal one-upmanship aimed at testing ideas (see:
“How did you not think of . . . ,” “at suggestion makes no sense,” or simply
“You’re wrong”). To avoid hurt feelings between Seekers and Avoiders,
discuss each person’s conversational style and then decide how the team will
handle con�ict. Is it okay to immediately and aggressively poke holes in
someone’s idea, or should criticism be delivered more indirectly? In the
moments when you’re not able to sidestep clashes between these two types,
Avoiders should remember that Seekers don’t intend their comments as
personal attacks or insults. And Seekers should remind themselves that
confrontational debate might shut down input from others.



When you’re having con�ict within your team, validation preserves
psychological safety (you could reconceptualize all con�ict as a struggle for
validation). Disagreement causes hurt feelings only when mutual respect
hasn’t been established. From now on, if you have something to say, let it
(gently) rip! When sharing an honest point of view, “You fear people will
become angry or vindictive,” writes Kim Scott in the book Radical Candor.
“Instead they are usually grateful for the chance to talk it through.” On the
�ip side, one of the most disrespectful things you can do is to make someone
else feel invisible—and validation helps people feel visible. We’ll talk more
about approaching these difficult conversations in chapter 6 on
communication. Recognize that the people you disagree with are also
human and have human needs. Paul Santagata, head of industry at Google,
leads his teams through an activity called “Just Like Me,” in which he asks
team members who are arguing to remember the following:

is person has beliefs, perspectives, and opinions, just like me.
is person has hopes, anxieties, and vulnerabilities, just like me.
is person wants to feel respected, appreciated, and competent, just like me.



What if you’ve tried talking and you’ve offered validation but your
coworker still drives you nuts? e best thing to do might be nothing. Don’t
rehash the discussion. You’ll risk going in circles and making interpersonal
problems worse. You’re better off taking a deep breath and realizing
confrontation isn’t going to get you what you want. Appreciate that some
levels of chaos and con�ict are part of the process, and try to focus less on
your coworker and more on the thing you’re doing.

A �nal comment on con�ict: We hate the advice “Never go to bed angry.”
Go to bed angry! Emotions like jealousy, hatred, anger, or frustration skew
your view on reality. Few disputes need to be resolved immediately. Take a
break and revisit the discussion later.



How to fight a good fight:

Get curious. If others feel that you’re blaming them, you become the enemy, and
they become defensive. Instead, try to �nd out what they see as the root cause of
disagreement. Ask something like, “Sounds like there are multiple factors at play,
maybe we can uncover them together?” en ask for solutions: “What do we
think needs to happen here?”
Conduct premortems. Set aside half an hour at the outset of a project and have
team members list everything they fear might go wrong. is allows the team to
fully understand and address potential risks. “People are probably already saying
these things in smaller groups, but they might not be saying it loudly, clearly, or
oen enough,” writes Astro Teller, head of Google X. “Oen because these are
things that might get you branded as a downer or disloyal.”
Conduct postmortems. If you had con�ict during a project (or within a phase of
a project), schedule time aer the work is done to �gure out why there was
con�ict. Come together as a team to share what could have gone better and why
—and brainstorm how you can avoid these issues in the future.
Understand your biases. When you’re working with a group of racially diverse
colleagues, research shows that the biggest issue may be that group members
perceive there will be more con�ict. When a norm of fairness is encouraged,
people are less likely to express prejudiced behavior or responses.
Invite structured criticism. A great way to make critiques generative is to ask
people to share ideas that are either quick �xes, small steps that make a
meaningful impact, or a way to rethink the entire thing. ese three buckets add



helpful constraints and make conversation less likely to devolve into personal
attacks.
Find a con�ict role model. We all know someone, personally or professionally,
who tells it like it is, but in a way that is helpful. Next time you’re around this
person, observe how they act, and try to model your behavior aer theirs.

Liz Lecture: Team Meetings

I know it’s cliché to complain about unproductive team meetings, but they’re
still happening all the time, so whatever. Meetings are necessary for team
discussion and decision making, but too many meetings are an expensive
alternative to work. It’s not just the time that the meeting itself takes up, but
the fifteen minutes before and after the meeting when we think, “Oh I
have/had a meeting, I might as well take a quick break.”

Meetings happen so often because we are a species that loves to gather and
loves to belong. Even I feel bad when I’m not invited to a meeting—and I hate
meetings! It also feels productive to sit in a room with people and pontificate.
Here are my rules for making meetings worth it.

1. Pay attention. Get off your phones and computers. If I’m talking and
you’re on your phone, you’re telling me I’m less important and less
informative than a Buzzfeed list. That is enraging! The point of a
meeting is to solve problems and determine next steps. This is why we
have so many meetings, because no one listened during the first
meeting.

2. Have an agenda. If I don’t know why we’re meeting and you don’t
know why we’re meeting, why are we meeting? A meeting without a
point is excruciating, especially if I have a ton of other work to do.
Research backs me up! When we don’t find meetings effective, we are
more dissatisfied with our jobs, regardless of how much we’re getting
paid or how much we like our managers.

3. No longer than necessary. If we end early, let me go. Just because
our calendars default to thirty- or sixty-minute blocks doesn’t mean the
meeting needs to fill that entire time.

4. Be smart about scheduling. “A single meeting can blow a whole
afternoon, by breaking it into two pieces each too small to do anything
hard in,” writes Paul Graham. Please make meetings happen at the
beginning or end of the morning or afternoon. No more 10:30 a.m.
meetings; they punch a hole in my productivity!





JERKS, DISSENTERS, AND SLACKERS

Unchecked, a bad apple spoils the bin. Researcher Will Felps paid actors to
throw out insults, act annoyed, or openly slack off. ese surly additions
dropped group performance by almost forty percent. “When an employee
demoralizes the entire team by undermining a project, or when a team
member checks out and doesn’t pull his weight, or when a bully causes
future stars to quit the organization—too oen, we shrug and point out that
this person has tenure, or vocational skills or isn’t so bad,” writes Seth
Godin. Managers, you must be intolerant of bad apples for the psychological
safety of your team. If someone constantly makes others feel bad, the group
will doubt your abilities as a leader. Of course, sometimes you can’t get rid of
a bad apple. What then? In this section, we’ll look at how to handle three
particularly rotten team members: jerks, dissenters, and slackers.



Jerks
Imagine you have two colleagues: one is a competent jerk and the other
doesn’t know much but is fun to be around. Who would you rather work
with? Managers who were asked this hypothetical question overwhelmingly
chose the competent jerk. One explained, “I can defuse antipathy toward the
jerk if he’s competent, but I can’t train someone who’s incompetent.” But
when the same managers had to put their money where their mouths were,
no one hired the jerk (turns out competent jerks are like �ve-inch heels—we
think we’ll �nd a use for them, but then we decide they’re too painful). And
with good reason: working with jerks leaves us anxious, depressed, and
unable to sleep.

Jerks undermine psychological safety by preying on vulnerability and
leaving others feeling belittled and deenergized. And because a jerk usually
isn’t a jerk to just one person, they have the potential to kill a team’s



momentum and motivation. If you can’t get rid of jerks, the best way to
manage them is to constrain their negativity. Bob Sutton, author of e No
A$$hole Rule, writes about a doctoral student whose adviser inundated her
with nasty emails. e student decided to wait before replying and then send
one message that addressed a batch of emails. is helped reduce the
frequency of responses from the adviser.

A word of caution: just because you don’t get along with someone doesn’t
mean that person is a jerk. Studies show we tend to like people who are
similar or familiar to us, who are good-looking, and who like us back. If you
�nd someone irritating or unlikable, it might be because they are different
from you. Or you don’t know them well enough!



How to deal with jerks:

Reduce how oen you rub elbows. As a TV writer in Hollywood, Elizabeth Cra
interacts with more than her share of jerks. “If someone handed you a literal glass
of poison, you would not drink it—so don’t drink the verbal poison,” she says. “If
someone’s coming at you negatively at work, just don’t ingest.”
Have empathy . . . Ask yourself what might have happened in a jerk’s past to
make them such a jerk?
 . . . but do not open up. A jerk may try to ruin your reputation or abuse your
vulnerabilities by telling others about your limitations.
Keep physical distance. MIT professor omas Allen found that people are four
times more likely to communicate regularly with a coworker who sits six feet
away than with one who sits sixty feet away.
Keep mental distance. Try an imagination-based time-travel technique called
temporal distancing. “Imagine it is a day, a week, or a year later,” writes Bob
Sutton. “And you are looking back on it, and it really didn’t last that long or wasn’t
nearly as bad as it seemed at the time.”
If you’re a manager, get rid of them. If nothing you’ve tried is working, it might
be time to let the jerk go. De�nitely don’t promote them (unfortunately, this
happens far more than it should). Dr. Jo Shapiro, founder of the Center for
Professionalism and Peer Support at Brigham and Women’s Hospital, told us
powerful bullies used to be promoted in the medical �eld. “We overvalued certain
competencies—‘she’s technically such a good surgeon,’” Jo told us. “But to be a
good surgeon, you have to be respectful and a good leader, because that behavior
has an effect on patient outcomes. We didn’t understand personal issues negate
technical competencies.”

Dissenters
Work is a series of compromises. Impending deadlines, con�icting client
demands, and limited resources mean your team’s �nal output will never be
perfect. (Ever found a glaring typo immediately aer pressing Send?) A
dissenter is a contrarian who points out every hole in the proposed plan but
has no alternative suggestions. Dissenters “yell from the peanut gallery but
never own results or the consequences of decisions,” writes venture capitalist
Mark Suster. “‘at will never work’ is their motto.”



Of course, not everyone who raises questions is a dissenter. e goal in
dealing with a dissenter is not to rid the team of healthy skepticism
(pessimistic viewpoints are oen based on sound logic) but to make sure
Ebenezer Scrooge’s suggestions are generative. Team members at Genius, the
music-media company where Liz worked, are encouraged to add a “practical
suggestion colon” to all criticism. If Mollie says to Liz, “I don’t think the
anecdote you included at the beginning of the chapter works,” she has to add
“(practical suggestion colon) what if we use the story about Dolly Parton’s
hairdresser instead?”

How to deal with dissenters:

Listen but set limits. If the dissenter refuses to add anything productive, then
excuse yourself or move on to the next person.



Seek more information. Peter Senge, author of e Fih Discipline, asks
dissenters: How did you arrive at your view? What data led to that viewpoint?
What information might change your view? Could we design a better outcome?
Combat negativity. Jon Katzenbach, author of e Wisdom of Teams, advises that
teams should be at least as positive as they are negative. Researcher John Gottman
believes a �ve-to-one ratio of positive to negative comments is necessary for
sustaining happy relationships. We think groups should aim for at least a two-to-
one ratio. Until you have hiring and �ring capabilities, this might mean jumping
in with a compliment aer a dissenter throws out a criticism.

Slackers
“Doing more than the minimum amount of work is my de�nition of failing,”
shrugs Jeff Winger in the TV show Community. Nothing is as infuriating as
having to do your job and someone else’s. Ever heard of the sucker effect? If
Liz begins to shrug off her responsibilities, Mollie will feel Liz is taking
advantage of her. Mollie might then refuse to pick up the slack (because she
doesn’t want to become a sucker) and reduce her own output because she is
less motivated to work as part of an unequal group (again, because she
doesn’t want to be a sucker).



ose of us who aren’t self-sacri�cing saints will work on a group project
only to the extent that we feel our individual efforts will contribute to a
meaningful outcome. In the example above, if Mollie believes in the broader
importance of her group’s work, she will not shirk her responsibilities but
will rather work harder in an attempt to compensate for Liz’s laziness. But on
bigger teams, it’s easy to feel anonymous and irrelevant, making it more
likely that people will slack off. To combat too-big teams, Amazon’s Jeff
Bezos uses a “two-pizza” rule: if two pizzas can’t feed the whole group, it’s
too big. Depending on team members’ appetites, this guideline usually keeps
group size at �ve to seven people. Although we’re always fans of ordering
more pizza anyway.

How to deal with slackers:

Figure out why the team member is slacking. e slacker may feel unnecessary,
not fully understand their role, or be going through a difficult personal situation.
Divide into duos. e culture transformation �rm SYPartners pairs two
employees together to form “the smallest atomic unit of trust.” In a duo, group
members have to �gure out a way to work together because there is nowhere else
to shovel the blame.
Evaluate team members on an individual basis. When people know they’ll be
judged on team outcomes rather than on their own contribution, they are much
more likely to slack off. By implementing social comparison standards like peer-
evaluation forms, it becomes obvious who is completing their work on time and
who isn’t.
Talk to your manager about the slacker. Remember that your job as a team is to
get the work done in the best possible way. “If you see a gap that needs to be �lled,
or part of the process that is breaking down, it is not being a tattletale to say this
person isn’t appropriately getting the work done,” says Liz Dolan, former CMO at
Nike, the Oprah Winfrey Network, and the National Geographic Channel. “As
long as you’re not going in and whining, it’s okay.”
Note to managers: Slacker behavior needs to be addressed directly with the
slacker(s). Although it may seem easier to address the problem with your entire
team by saying, “Some people are slacking off,” this approach will make the
nonslackers worry unnecessarily about their performance while the slackers can
remain oblivious. Don’t punish the whole for the actions of a few.



TAKEAWAYS

1. Create psychological safety by encouraging open discussion,
answering questions without condescension, and making it okay
to take risks and admit mistakes.

2. Don’t shy away from task con�ict. Instead, create structures that
prevent creative clashes from becoming personal.

3. For relationship con�ict, listen to the other person and calmly
share your perspective.

4. Get rid of (or if you can’t, contain) bad apples to preserve
psychological safety on your team.





C H A P T E R  6

Communication

Your feelings aren’t facts:
Why you shouldn’t get emotional about your emotions



T om Lehman and Ilan Zechory are the cofounders of Genius, a music-
media company where Liz used to work. e pair became fast friends
at Yale, but the moment they stepped into a business relationship they

began to drive each other crazy. “Tom has this manic energy that will drive
us forward but will also create wreckage,” Ilan explained to e New York
Times. And Tom had to battle Ilan’s tendency to get glum.

eir differences might have been complementary. Instead, Tom and Ilan
found themselves unable to strike a balance between being overly cautious
and blindly forging ahead. And as they kept bickering during business
strategy discussions, their relationship became strained. “We had always
related to each other as friends,” Tom told us. “And that made it hard not to
take disagreements about our company personally.”

eir differences came to a head
one day when they got mired in
Manhattan traffic a few blocks from
Penn Station. eir train was
scheduled to depart in minutes to
DC, where they had an important
meeting. When Tom started
anxiously poking Ilan about how late
they were going to be, Ilan asked the
cab driver to stop, paid the fare, and
stalked up the sidewalk toward the
station. Tom was outraged that Ilan
had so abruptly gone on without
him.

Tom and Ilan managed to get on the train seconds before it pulled out of
the station, but their relief quickly melted into fury. As they stood in the
aisle snarling at each other, a new fear crept into Tom’s mind. “Very
frequently when I talked to people whose businesses failed, it boiled down to
‘we couldn’t get along,’” he told us. “It was always interpersonal issues.”
Something about his relationship with Ilan needed to change, or Genius
might fail too. So Tom and Ilan decided to go to couples therapy.



•  •  •  •  •

“Every human will frustrate, anger, annoy, madden and disappoint us,”
writes philosopher Alain de Botton. “And we will (without any malice) do
the same to them.” Communication is one of the most powerful tools we
have to effect change. at’s where the �h new rule of emotion at work
comes in: Your feelings aren’t facts. Effective communication depends on
our ability to talk about emotions without getting emotional. We oen react
to one another based on assumptions we never bother to look at more
carefully. But the words people say are not always what they mean. As the
psychologist Steven Pinker points out, “Words themselves are not the
ultimate point of communication. Words are a window into a world.” In this
chapter, we’ll look at how to talk to your coworkers about hard things,
highlight major differences between groups that can lead to bungled
conversations, give advice on how to deliver useful feedback that doesn’t
sting, and walk through ways you can avoid digital miscommunication.

ADDRESSING THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

Would you rather break up with someone or confront a coworker who took
credit for your idea? In a survey, most people picked dumping a partner over
sitting through a difficult work-related conversation. In this section, we’ll
make it a little less painful to navigate prickly situations. What should you
say, for example, when your colleague Anita suddenly stops pulling her
weight or when your teammate Amit CCs four people on what you thought
was a private email thread?



Difficult conversations can feel so daunting that we’re tempted to just
avoid them. But if you avoid discussing an issue with a coworker, you deny
him (and yourself) the opportunity to improve an uncomfortable situation.*
We’ve all seen a miscommunication devolve into a long-held grudge, just
because neither party addressed the initial issue. As Tom and Ilan’s therapist
taught them, “It is better to discuss a problem, because it will surface
anyway.” Flagging and calmly discussing issues as they arose, instead of
letting them fester, repaired Tom and Ilan’s relationship.

But it’s also a mistake to rush into a difficult conversation: you’re more
likely to make incorrect assumptions about the other person or just start
venting. At worst, confronting a problem without a plan makes the other
person feel attacked or have a meltdown.

To prevent the discussion from devolving, wait until you can do the
following:

1. Label your feelings. (“I’m hurt.”)



2. Understand where those feelings
are coming from. (“I’m hurt I
wasn’t included on the email
about Evan’s birthday
celebration.”)

3. Feel calm enough to hear the
other person out. A good rule of
thumb is, if you think you have
all the facts (“You didn’t CC me
because you hate me”), you’re
not ready to have a difficult
conversation.

is process takes time—don’t decide to have a difficult conversation and
then start the conversation �ve minutes later. As Ilan’s grandfather told him,
“Don’t just do something, stand there!” When you’re ready, calmly address
your emotions, but do bring up how you feel. Most likely, you’re sitting down
with the other person because you feel frustrated, ignored, or upset. If you
don’t talk about those feelings, you guarantee a central piece of the problem
will remain unresolved.

Getting visibly upset will only make the situation worse (oen when we
become extremely emotional we don’t actually express much of anything). In
studies of married couples, those who remain calm during arguments are
the happiest and longest lasting. ese couples frequently use humor and
affection to defuse tension, which allows them to work through issues more
quickly.

LIZ: I had a coworker who spoke very slowly every time he answered my
questions. I found his measured replies condescending and infuriating. I
eventually, very calmly, asked him about the change in his diction. Turns out
he spoke so deliberately to make sure he didn’t sound dumb in front of me!



To talk about feelings without letting them hijack the discussion,
business school students at Stanford learn to use the phrase, ”When you , I
feel .” “is avoids creating a victim and a perpetrator,” Chris Gomes, an
alum who now runs a start-up, told us. As Chris’s company scrambled to
launch its website and close a big partnership, his cofounder Scott became
increasingly impatient. Finally Chris told him, “When you cut me off, I feel
dumb and annoying. It makes me nervous to come to you with questions.”
Tom also used this structure when Ilan showed up �ve minutes late to a
meeting carrying a shopping bag �lled with just-purchased books. “Your
whole . . . stroll-in-late vibe, that makes me feel bad,” he said to Ilan.

Apologizing

Sometimes you’ll be on the receiving end of a valid confrontation. There are
three steps to constructing a great apology:

1. Admit your mistake. Suppress the impulse to explain your actions—
this usually makes you look defensive or worse, like you’re making
excuses. If you do want to give context, make sure you’re still taking
responsibility for what you did. For example, say something like, “I fully
admit that I snapped at you. I want you to know I slept really badly the
night before, but that’s no excuse for my behavior.” And be specific!



“Specific shows that you understand where someone is coming from,”
advises Tom. Finally, acknowledge the other person’s feelings. You might
say, “I didn’t know you think my emails are curt. I’m glad you shared that
with me.”

2. Say “I’m sorry.” Too many “apologies” don’t contain an explicit apology.
A good rule when saying “I’m sorry” is to stop after those two words. The
fastest way to enter faux apology territory is to append “if [my rude
behavior] made you feel that way.” Don’t imply the other person is being
overly sensitive—take ownership of your mistake.

3. Explain how it won’t happen again. Tell the other person what you’re
going to do differently in the future so you don’t repeat your mistake.

Here’s an example: “I didn’t proofread the deck carefully enough before I
sent it to the client, so there were several typos. I’m sorry, and it won’t
happen again. Next time, I’ll slow down and have someone review my work.”

What if you have a difficult conversation and nothing changes? If the
other person seemed receptive during your conversation or you weren’t able
to communicate everything you wanted to, take another crack at it. Maybe
you were nervous the �rst time and didn’t quite get your point across. at
said, some people won’t care how you feel and won’t change. In cases where
the other person isn’t ready to be self-re�ective and meet you halfway, you
are allowed to give up. Pursuing difficult conversations with these people is
like trying to cook spaghetti with a straightening iron.



THE TROUBLE WITH TALKING

Self-awareness is a powerful communication tool. Knowing you’re an
introvert, for example, might help you understand why you’re constantly
butting heads with an extroverted coworker. When the People Operations
team at Google noticed female managers were much less likely to nominate
themselves for a promotion than their male colleagues, an executive sent an
email to the managers explaining the issue. Just by receiving information,
the managers changed their behavior: the next promotion cycle, the gender
gap was gone.

Awareness of others is equally important. Knowing someone’s cultural
background might help you understand they don’t mean for their direct
criticism to be personally offensive. In this section, we’ll outline gender, race,
age, cultural, and extraversion-level communication differences. e studies
we reference are not meant to invalidate an individual experience or reduce
someone to a single part of who they are. Each employee has a unique and
complex identity and experience at work. Instead, we hope that learning
about group trends may provide context that gives you better insight into
the intention behind someone’s words.

Gender



“I’m either a bitch or a bimbo,” said
Carly Fiorina, former CEO of
Hewlett-Packard. As linguist
Deborah Tannen observes,
stereotypes about gender roles create
a double bind for women: when
women are kind and compassionate,
they’re well-liked but told they lack
leadership potential. If they speak
with con�dence, they’re chastised for
being “aggressive.” To avoid
judgment, women oen use quali�ers
(“I’m not certain, but . . .”) or hedging
words (“might” and “I think”), frame
requests as questions, and hesitate to
speak up around men. In a study of
school board meetings, women spoke
as much as men only when the board was at least eighty percent female
(men spoke the same amount whether or not they were in the minority).

In contrast, men tend to dominate conversations by talking over others
(especially their female colleagues) and are faster to deem themselves
experts. Gerri Elliott, a former executive at Juniper Networks, told e New
York Times about a presenter who asked a group of men and women if
anyone had expertise in breastfeeding. “A man raised his hand,” she recalled.
“He had watched his wife for three months. e women in the crowd,
mothers among them, didn’t come forward as experts.”



How to better communicate:

Use your voice to support women. During President Obama’s �rst term, his
female staffers felt excluded from meetings and unheard in the meetings they did
join. To make sure the men in the room recognized their contributions, the
female staffers adopted a strategy called ampli�cation. When one female staffer
suggested an idea, another would repeat it and give the �rst credit. Obama took
note, and began calling on women more frequently.
Be part of creating a workplace in which each person has an equal shot at
success. Men, speak up in the face of discrimination or harassment. Be mindful
of the signals you send a female colleague—interrupting her, mansplaining, and
calling her “sweetie” all make the workplace less hospitable. And always introduce
your female colleagues as equals.
If you’re being interrupted, try these two antidotes. Plenty of interrupters don’t
know what they’re doing—they’re just excited and eager to chime in. Privately
making these people aware of their habit, and how it makes you feel, might be
enough. If nothing changes, workplace consultant Laura Rose suggests
preempting interruptions by implementing a no-interruptions rule. Try saying,
“ere are a lot of different pieces to this explanation, so please bear with me. I



want to tell you the entire story. en I’d love to hear your thoughts on speci�c
details.”

Crying at Work

What should you do if you feel yourself tearing up at work? “The tendency is
to stop the tears as quickly as possible. But it’s important to understand the
catalyst and then tease apart: What’s going on? Are you not getting enough
sleep? Are you undervalued or overworked? Do you hate this job? Are you
scared to quit?” Anne Kreamer, author of It’s Always Personal, advised us.

Of course, you shouldn’t try to figure all this out while sobbing in a
meeting. If you’re around a lot of people, excuse yourself (go to the bathroom
or get a drink of water) and calm down before returning. Research shows we
feel better if we cry alone or around one other person who can provide
emotional support. So if you have a confidant, it’s okay to call in help!

Don’t beat yourself up about crying on the job—it’s often a signal you care
about your work. In fact, reframing your distress as passion makes others
view your tears more favorably. During the 2016 presidential campaign,
Hillary Clinton’s campaign staff cried so much that former communications
director Jennifer Palmieri’s office became an ad hoc “crying room.” “No one I
worked with—man or woman—thought anything of it other than that it was a
human reaction to the inhumane crush a president and his or her staff
endure,” writes Palmieri. “No stigma was attached to anyone who had to use
the crying room.”

What if you see someone else crying? Understand that tears are not always
a sign of sadness. Author Joanne Lipman found male managers often
withhold feedback from female reports for fear of making them cry. Women
do report crying more at work, but it’s usually out of anger or frustration.
“Men don’t see it that way,” Lipman explains. “A woman crying in the office
is the same thing as a man screaming and yelling and getting angry.”



Race
We oen avoid acknowledging race for fear of saying the wrong thing. But
there are consequences to letting this fear dictate our behavior. At a previous
job, Kisha, now a lead soware engineer at Habit Inc., realized her
coworkers’ attempts to be inoffensive meant they were not giving her the
advice she needed to improve. During code review, a type of peer review in
which two people sit next to each other and go through code line by line to
identify errors or areas for improvement, her white male colleagues would
rip one another’s work apart. “Your code is so bad I don’t even want to sit
here with you,” one would say to the other. “I’m so embarrassed you missed
the semicolon in line three.”

But when it came time to give Kisha, who is African American, feedback,
her colleagues’ attitudes shied completely. ey would say, “Everything
looks great. Maybe one thing I would change on line 79 is . . .” Kisha �nally



pointed out the clear difference in their behavior and how it was
disadvantaging her ability to progress and learn. Aer the conversation, the
other engineers began to treat her as simply another member of the team. At
Habit, Kisha helped design the code-review process to make sure it was fair:
engineers are asked to be speci�c, provide examples for how to �x issues,
and note subjectivity.

Why do we shy away from directly addressing race or racial issues? “We
are socialized to not talk about race,” explains psychologist Kira Hudson
Banks, “so if we wait until something blows up to have the conversation,
we’re not skilled and we’re not as able to hear each other.” Be willing to make
mistakes—and, if you do, apologize and change your language or behavior.
You might start by stating, “Please give me honest, constructive feedback if I
say something that is hurtful or offensive to you, in the moment or later.”

How to better communicate:

Watch for and call out racist coded language. Coded language, which includes
phrases like “inner city,” “thug,” and “illegal alien,” allows people to insult
members of certain groups without explicitly referencing those groups.
Don’t ignore differences . . . When we “don’t see color,” we tend to be more
biased. Studies show organizations that openly discuss cultural diversity (e.g., a
team whose members grew up in different countries) are falsely perceived as
more fair—but conversations about diversity that don’t explicitly address race
may end up concealing racial discrimination. When giving feedback, keep
potential biases in mind but don’t withhold important critiques for fear of being
seen as racist.
 . . . but look for commonalities. Avoid “us/them” language, which creates a
divide and undermines any empathetic sentiment.
Practice makes progress. “Don’t wait for a/the black person at your company to
say something. Don’t wait for your HR . . . rep to send you an email,” writes
Mandela SH Dixon, CEO of Founder Gym. ere may be misunderstanding and
miscommunication when you discuss race, but humility and a willingness to
learn can help smooth missteps.
Re�ect on your behavior. Not everyone will feel safe giving you feedback or
correcting you when you’ve made a verbal misstep. An important part of getting
more comfortable discussing race or racial issues is to inform and observe
yourself. Be aware of how and why your communication patterns might change
around certain coworkers.



Age
As Baby Boomers continue to delay retirement (the number of workers aged
sixty-�ve and older has more than doubled since 2000), �ve generations are
working together for the �rst time in history:

Silent Generation, born 1925 to 1945
Baby Boomers, born between 1946 and 1964
Generation X, born between 1965 and 1976
Millennials (aka Generation Y), born between 1977 and 1997
Generation Z, born aer 1997

Harping about intergenerational differences is a timeless tradition.
“Youth were never more saucie, yea never more savagely saucie,” lamented
one grump in 1624. Four hundred years later, Boomers see Millennials as
slovenly job-hoppers while Millennials think Boomers are digitally hopeless
job-hoggers. Both see Gen X-ers as rebel slackers and Gen Z-ers as self-
absorbed and Snapchat-obsessed.

Despite these stereotypes, researchers �nd that differences between
generations are partly attributable to life stage. “It’s not that people born aer



1980 are narcissists,” writes e Atlantic columnist Elspeth Reeve. “It’s that
young people are narcissists, and they get over themselves as they get older.”
(Pablo Picasso painted a lot of self-portraits well before you could snap a
sel�e with an iPhone.) But generations do differ in how they prefer to
communicate at work. Younger generations, for example, are more likely to
text and email than pick up the phone (or, God forbid, leave a voice mail).
ese habits can come across as impersonal and even rude to older
generations. Learn about other generations’ preferences and �nd a
communication balance between email, conference calls, and face-to-face
conversations.

How to better communicate:

Start a cross-generational mentoring program. ese programs match younger
employees with older employees, widening both parties’ mental horizons and
reducing discrimination. Chip Conley, founder of Joie de Vivre Hospitality,
joined Airbnb as a strategic adviser at age �y-two. “I heard an existential tech
question in a meeting and didn’t know how to answer it: ‘If you shipped a feature
and no one used it, did it really ship?,’” Conley recalls. “Bewildered, I realized I
was in ‘deep ship.’” His younger colleagues were far more digitally intelligent. But
he also had something to contribute (and here’s where the “talking about
emotions” part comes in): Research shows our social skills peak in our forties and
�ies. “Oen I would leave a meeting and discreetly ask one of my fellow leaders,
who might be two decades younger than I was, if they were open to some private
feedback on how to read the emotions in the room, or the motivations of a
particular engineer, a little more effectively,” Conley explains. He began to act as
their emotional intelligence mentor. at’s some deep ship.

Multicultural diversity
“Even asking another’s point of view can feel confrontational in our culture,”
an Indonesian interviewee explained to researcher Erin Meyer. “We had a
meeting with a group of French managers from headquarters where they
went around the table asking each of us: ‘What do you think about this?’ . . .
We were just shocked that we would be put on the spot in a meeting with a
lot of people.”



But the French managers saw the same situation differently. “We make
our points passionately,” an executive told Meyer. “We like to disagree
openly . . . And aerwards we feel that was a great meeting and say, ‘See you
next time!’”

It’s easy to step on someone’s toes if you’re unfamiliar with his or her
cultural norms. Culture also affects which emotions we feel comfortable
expressing. Americans oen try to exude euphoria and excitement.
“Americans have to say they’re doing GREAT!” notes Stanford researcher
Jeanne Tsai. “If you are only �ne, people think you’re depressed.” e chart
below, created by Meyer, plots cultural confrontation and emotional
expression tendencies.



Chart from Erin Meyer’s book e Culture Map

How to better communicate:

Do your research. An awareness of cultural differences can prevent a lot of
anguish and strife. If you’re working with someone who is less comfortable with
confrontation, try saying “I don’t fully understand your point” or “Please explain
a bit more” rather than “I disagree.” And if an international colleague abruptly
points out a mistake you’ve made, understanding their cultural background could
help you better recognize their intention. e same dynamics apply to written
messages. Although you might add “anks!” to the end of an email, your
colleague may not be as outwardly appreciative (but still feel grateful for your
work).
Talking might not always be the answer for multicultural groups. Language
barriers among coworkers can make it harder for them to feel connected. Music
or physical activity can build empathy among all teams but are especially effective
nonverbal ways to build empathy for multicultural groups.



Extroverts and introverts
“I’ll go if I don’t have to talk,” says Elaine when Jerry asks her to join him for
coffee on Seinfeld. Some of us need more quiet time than others. If you
prefer one-on-one conversation to group discussion, want to think things
through before acting, and feel drained aer office happy hours, you’re
probably an introvert. If none of that makes sense to you, you’re an
extrovert.

Introverts and extroverts have different needs. Extroverts tend to react to
social interactions more quickly. Introverts have a higher base rate of
arousal: put an introvert in a crowded, noisy room and he’ll quickly become
overwhelmed. is might explain why introverts perform best in quiet
environments whereas extroverts do better when it’s noisy.

It’s not immediately obvious whether someone is an introvert or an
extrovert, especially when you’re just getting to know each other. In the
workplace, introverts oen try to mask their introverted qualities to �t in.
But if they don’t talk openly about their differences, extroverts and introverts
drive each other nuts. Introverts are more sensitive to external stimuli (an
introvert will salivate more at the taste of lemon juice than an extrovert) and
need quiet time to recharge. It can be hard for extroverts to understand why
an introvert might turn down a lunch invitation or start to shut down aer
back-to-back meetings.



How to better communicate:

Tips for introverts:
Let people know when you need space. Start by saying something like, “I really
like working and talking with you.” en explain you’re better able to concentrate
when you have quiet time by yourself. Expect to make some concessions; you do
still have to work with others.
Avoid sending extroverts excessively long emails. Extroverts, who oen prefer to
discuss issues or ideas in person, might skim through only the �rst paragraphs.
Prepare for meetings in order to feel more comfortable speaking up and then try
to chime in during the �rst ten minutes. Once you’ve broken the ice it will be
easier to jump in again. And remember, a good question can contribute just as
much as an opinion or statistic.

Tips for extroverts:
Send out agendas before meetings to give introverts a chance to prepare their
thoughts. is will help facilitate equitable discussion. For example, email a
prompt to the group ahead of a meeting and then start by going around the table
and having each person share their thoughts one by one.
Don’t rush to �ll in pauses, and let introverts �nish speaking before you chime in.
Suggest breaking into duos or small groups to discuss ideas and then reporting
back to the larger team.
And our biggest pieces of advice: give an introvert time to come out of his shell,
and don’t stop extending invitations!



FEEDBACK

Hearing what you’re not doing well feels bad. Even people who say they
want to learn from their mistakes report feeling unhappy and unmotivated
aer receiving critical feedback. A friend of ours got an overwhelmingly
positive performance review but still obsessed over the few listed “areas for
improvement.” “Sure, it was helpful to understand what I could do better,”
she told us, “but that didn’t stop me from spiraling into self-loathing and
questioning my ability to do anything right.” Studies show we tend to avoid
colleagues who give us feedback that is more negative than our view of
ourselves. But we obviously need to know what we’re doing wrong if we
want to improve (and get promoted). How can you give feedback that
doesn’t pack such a painful punch?



Great feedback helps the receiver move past their knee-jerk, defensive
reaction (“I’ve worked so hard, how could there be anything le to
improve?”) and on to determination and action (“I’m a work in progress,
and I’m glad I know what I need to do to get better”). In this section, we’ll
walk through the three rules for giving feedback that makes the receiver feel
good (or at least less bad): (1) focus on speci�c behavior, (2) make it about
bridging the gap, and (3) remember: how you say it matters.

First, give feedback about speci�c behavior. Vague criticism is useless
and makes it easy for the receiver to fall down the “I did a bad thing,
therefore I am bad” rabbit hole. Consider these two statements:

Your email could have been better.
e second sentence in your email restated the �rst and should be deleted.



e �rst is ambiguous and demoralizing. e second points to a speci�c
issue, which makes it harder to take personally and gives the recipient a clear
directive on how to improve.

Be mindful of withholding speci�c feedback because you’re afraid of
hurting the other person’s feelings. We’re more likely to give the most
valuable, actionable feedback to people we know—which means we might
be keeping other colleagues from the information they need to get
promoted. In predominantly male workplaces, men tend to receive speci�c,
constructive advice whereas women receive generalized commentary.
Where a man might hear, “You did not clearly communicate your results in
the meeting about customer engagement. You could prevent that from
happening again by adding a slide that outlines the main takeaways,” a
woman is told, “Your presentations are good though sometimes your
comments miss the mark.”



Second, don’t simply criticize—suggest a different way of doing things
and explain how it will bene�t the person. Wharton professor Cade Massey
recommends positioning feedback as bridging the gap: identify where you
want the other person to be, give them clear advice on how to get there, and
(most importantly) emphasize that you believe they have the ability to
bridge that gap. “I’ve noticed you shut down people in discussion,” former
Net�ix head of Talent Patty McCord once told an employee. “If your goal is
to be a manager, people have to want to work for you. Here are some tips:
Don’t immediately tear apart an idea. Stop interrupting your colleagues. If
someone hasn’t said anything, invite them into the conversation by asking,
‘What is your opinion on this?’” One more piece of advice: studies show
people are much more receptive to negative feedback if you �rst say, “I’m
giving you these comments because I have very high expectations of you and
I’m con�dent you can reach them.”



MOLLIE: At IDEO, the global innovation firm where I work, we use the
C.O.I.N.S. (Context, Observation, Impact, Next, Stay) feedback model to keep
feedback specific. Employees are encouraged to start on an emotional level
and provide context for the conversation, share a factual observation of their
behavior, explain the impact of their behavior on the team or organization,
and then suggest ideas for how to handle a similar situation differently in the
future. As an example, you could say, “Context: I know you want to move into
a more senior position this year, and I want that for you too. Observation:
You’ve been late to several key meetings. Impact: This makes your fellow
colleagues feel like you don’t respect their time. Next: Can you commit to
being on time to meetings in the future? Stay: Does that make sense to you?
I’m happy to continue to work with you on this.”



Lastly, the best way to avoid hurting the other person’s feelings is to ask
how and when they prefer to receive feedback. Don’t treat others how you
want to be treated—treat them how they want to be treated. “Whether your
advice comes from a place of caring is not measured at your mouth but at
the other person’s ear,” Kim Scott, author of Radical Candor, told us. Liz
loves in-the-moment feedback so she can immediately make improvements.
Mollie prefers getting speci�c feedback in writing ahead of a longer
conversation, so she can process it privately before discussing it. is advice
is not limited to criticism—people also differ in how they like to receive
positive feedback. “If someone praises me in front of my team, that counts
ten times as much as if they tell me privately,” our friend told us. But public
praise makes Mollie (and many introverts) uncomfortable. If you’re not
aware of the other person’s preferences, it’s easy to think you’re being kind
and productive as you bulldoze over their feelings.



How to Ask for Feedback

When a colleague sees you make a mistake, her first thought is usually,
“Should I say something?” You want the answer to be a resounding yes.
“Make it wonderful to tell you hard shit,” writes Mark Rabkin, a vice
president at Facebook.

TIPS TO HELP YOU HANDLE CRITICISM:

Remind yourself that you need critical feedback to improve. The
instant gratification of praise feels so good that we often willingly trade
learning opportunities for easy successes that reinforce our positive self-
image. But adopting a growth mind-set allows you to view criticism as a
chance to get better—and makes it more likely you get promoted.



Ask someone who knows what they’re talking about. When we
need help, we tend to prioritize trustworthiness and accessibility over
expertise. But studies show feedback helps us improve only when it comes
from an expert.
Use the word what instead of any. If you ask, “Do you have any
feedback on how my presentation went?” the person can easily default to
saying no. If you instead ask, “What could I improve about my
presentation?” you invite specific feedback.
Remind yourself the person is giving you advice to help you. “A
friend tells you that you have food on your face,” writes Genius CEO Tom
Lehman. “A non-friend doesn’t give you the bad news because they don’t
want to feel uncomfortable!”
Keep a smile file (or folder). Write down nice comments you receive.
Save emails from colleagues thanking you for your hard work. Criticism
will linger longer than praise, so being able to quickly remind yourself of
what you do well will help you weather your inevitable gloomy moments.
Remember feedback is never objective. Even well-intentioned
advice might paint an inaccurate picture; women are twice as likely as men
to be described as “aggressive.” When evaluating feedback, ask yourself:
How much does this person know about your work? How does their
feedback map to your understanding of your strengths and weaknesses?



DIGITAL MISCOMMUNICATION

We overestimate how easy it is for someone to �gure out exactly what we’re
trying to communicate. To show this, psychologist Elizabeth Newton
randomly assigned a group of people to be either a “tapper” or a “listener.”
Tappers had to pick a popular song and tap its rhythm on the table with
their hand; listeners then had to guess the song. Before the experiment,
tappers guessed listeners would be able to �gure out half of the tapped
songs. ey were way off. e listeners correctly guessed only three out of
more than a hundred tapped songs.



If you know something, it’s really hard to imagine what it’s like to not
know that thing. When you tap “We Are the Champions,” the accompanying
melody seems obvious because you sing the music in your head. But the
other person only hears “Taaaap, tap, tap, taaap, tap,” which sounds like . . .
anything. A similar disconnect happens when we write to each other. “e
single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken
place,” writes playwright George Bernard Shaw. How can you prevent texts
and emails from accidentally torpedoing your relationships? Below are our
DOs and DON’Ts for work-related digital communication.

DO add emoji (but proceed with caution). Emoji can help us express tone,

meaning, and emotional cues. If Liz adds a  to her “Don’t be late!” text, she
makes it easier for Mollie to see she’s joking. But an outpouring of emoji,
especially when you don’t know the other person well, can undermine your
professionalism. It’s best to wait until you have an idea of how the other person
will receive emoji before sending a slew of smileys.

DO realize typos send a message. A typo reveals we were in a rush or heightened
emotional state when we hit Send (or that we’re the boss and don’t need to care
about typos). Researcher Andrew Brodsky describes typos as emotional
ampli�ers: if Mollie sends Liz an angry email �lled with typos, Liz will imagine
Mollie hammering out an email in a blind rage and perceive the message as
really angry.



DO emotionally proofread your messages. Brian Fetherstonhaugh, the worldwide
chief talent officer at the Ogilvy Group, frequently asks employees if they have
ever successfully defused an emotional issue via email. e answer is almost
always no. But when he asks the same group if they’ve ever in�amed an issue via
email? “Everyone puts their hand up,” he told us. Always reread what you’ve
written before hitting Send to make sure your message is clear and conveys the
intended tone. Sending “Let’s talk” when you mean “ese are good suggestions;
let’s discuss how to work them into the dra” will make the recipient
unnecessarily anxious.



DO use richer communication channels when you’re �rst getting to know each
other. We’re most likely to interpret ambiguity as negative when we’re texting or
emailing with people we don’t know well or with more senior colleagues. Say Liz
emails Mollie, “is dra is a good start, but I think a couple sections could be
better.” Mollie will take the email at face value. But if Mollie receives the same
email from her boss or a new colleague, she’ll feel anxious. Using
videoconferences when you begin working together, especially if one of you is
working remotely, helps build trust. In general, seeing each other’s facial
expressions allows you to better read between the lines, chitchat, and develop
genuine relationships. Aer you know the person, you can use email more
frequently.



DO default to video. At Trello, a project management soware company, if even
one person on a team works remotely, the group will jump on a video call; this
ensures everyone feels included and makes it less likely for information to be
lost.



MOLLIE: The first meeting Liz and I had with our editor, Leah, was a disaster.
Leah and I are in New York, so we met in person at the Penguin offices and
had Liz call in from Berkeley. I arrived early and started talking with Leah
about her family, which meant that Liz dialed in halfway through our
conversation. Later in the meeting, there was an issue with the phone line:
Liz had been speaking, but we couldn’t hear her at all. Liz tried to hang up
and redial the conference line but couldn’t rejoin. Then, she tried calling my
cell, but I had no service. Meanwhile Leah and I were completely oblivious to
Liz’s struggles and kept chatting away about changes to our outline. Liz was
extremely peeved (totally reasonable). We talked about it afterward and
decided to all use Google Hangouts from then on.

LIZ: Yes, it felt awful!! But Leah and Mollie were very understanding
afterward, and we began defaulting to videoconference. I have felt included
ever since.



DON’T panic. If an email makes you enraged, anxious, or euphoric, wait until the
next day to write back. Even better, talk face-to-face when you’ve calmed down.
When you do reply, reread your dra through the other person’s eyes. It might
be easier to imagine how your reader will interpret your email if you �rst send it
to yourself. (Additional tip: always leave the “To:” �eld blank until you’re ready
to hit Send; a friend of ours lost a job offer because he accidentally sent out a
half-baked salary negotiation email.)

DON’T use email when you need a yes. An in-person request is more than thirty
times more successful than an emailed one. Research shows people see email



asks as untrustworthy and nonurgent. If you do enter into an email negotiation,
it helps to �rst schmooze in person, over video chat, or on the phone. In an
experiment (titled “Schmooze or Lose”) that pitted MBA students against one
another, half were given only their counterpart’s name and email. e other half
were shown a photograph of the other person and told to talk about hobbies, job
plans, and hometowns before negotiating. Seventy percent of the �rst group were
able to reach a deal, compared to almost everyone in the second.

DON’T send emails during off-hours if it’s not urgent. “I am away from the office
and checking email intermittently. If your email is not urgent, I’ll probably still
reply. I have a problem,” tweeted the parody account AcademicsSay. Even if you
write “Don’t read/respond to this until tomorrow/Monday,” chances are the
reader will still think about your email all weekend (and might even feel pressure
to respond immediately). Try saving the email to your dra folder or schedule it
to send later.

TAKEAWAYS

1. During a difficult conversation, calmly address your feelings
without making assumptions.

2. Be aware of communication tendencies to better understand the
intention behind someone’s words.

3. Make criticism speci�c and actionable. Ask the recipient how they
prefer to receive feedback.

4. Emotionally proofread what you write before hitting Send.
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Culture

Emotional culture cascades from you:
Why small actions make a big difference





One nod is good, two nods is very good. ere’s only one actual smile on
record and that was Tom Ford in 2001. If she doesn’t like it she shakes her
head. en of course there’s the pursing of the lips . . . Catastrophe.” is is
how art director Nigel describes his boss, fashion magazine editor in chief
Miranda Priestly, in the movie e Devil Wears Prada. Worshipped and
feared, Miranda murmurs biting observations about her staff ’s
incompetence and never reveals a chink in her hypercomposed workplace
armor. All of Miranda’s employees try to mirror her behavior. Aer a few
weeks, Miranda’s new assistant, Andy, also learns to hide her anxiety and
frustration and stops warmly greeting her colleagues in the morning. In
other words, Andy begins to act differently to better �t the office’s implicit
rules about how employees can and can’t show emotion.

In this chapter, we’ll walk you through the sixth new rule of emotion at
work: Emotional culture cascades from you. We’ll look at how an emotional
culture forms and spreads, how it affects every aspect of work (from
productivity to willingness-to-live on Mondays), and �nally how a sense of
belonging is the best indicator of a healthy emotional environment. Whether
you’re a manager who can change policies or an employee trapped under a
Miranda Priestly, you have the power to in�uence your office’s emotional
culture.

Emotional Contagion

Ever watched someone laugh and found yourself starting to giggle? We catch
one another’s feelings through an automatic process called emotional
contagion. Whether you’re chatting with a coworker in the elevator or
reading an email she sent you from halfway across the world, you’ll
reflexively internalize her expressed emotion. That’s right, feelings can
spread digitally, through capitalization, spelling, message length,
punctuation, GIFs, and emoji. “Passive-aggressive when we’re texting, I feel
the distance,” rapper Drake laments in the song “From Time.”

Emotions can also go viral. Researchers at Baylor University found that a
nasty coworker not only makes you (and your family) grumpy but may have a
ripple effect that extends as far as your partner’s workplace. It happens like



this: Mollie comes home irritated because of her crabby colleague and snaps
at her husband. He catches Mollie’s bad mood and goes to work the next day
equally irritable. Mollie’s colleague’s sour attitude might then spread to her
husband’s coworkers.

Check-ins are a simple way to keep a grump from turning everyone into a
grouch. At the beginning of meetings, leadership adviser Anese Cavanaugh
has everyone rate their mood on a scale of zero to ten. Anese asks people who
feel low (less than a five) if they can do anything in the next few minutes to
raise their number. Say a team member feels stressed about an email he
needs to answer. Anese will encourage him to leave the room, write and send
his response, and then return. It’s better to have someone leave a meeting for
a bit than be present but so agitated they make everyone around them
anxious too.

Gretchen Rubin, author of The Happiness Project, also recommends
pinpointing the situations that stress you out and slowing down when you
catch yourself projecting negative emotions. “Looming deadlines bring out
the worst in me,” she told us. “I become anxious and have the urge to rush
everyone along. I now tell myself, ‘This deadline is not as big of a deal as
you’re making it; stay calm.’ I’ve realized when I speak in a less impatient,
more cheerful way, everyone else remains cheerful, which is better for
productivity than if we’re all rattled.”



HOW CULTURE HAPPENS

Every company has its own emotional culture. To instantly learn about an
organization’s culture, Wharton professor Adam Grant says, “Tell me a story
about something that would only happen here.” When Liz le Genius, she
posted an emotional goodbye on the site that opened with, “I’ll be forever
grateful for the incredible + funny people that Genius has brought into my
life.” Genius site users responded with sad GIFs and rap memes; a troll
commented, “Who r u again?” At Mollie’s IDEO office in New York,
ursday lunches are dedicated to Make(believe) time. Creative activities
like aromatic �nger painting, writing group haiku poems, and blind contour
drawing help employees get goofy.

ere are other, subtle cues that indicate what emotions are acceptable in
your office. Do people say hello to one another in the hallways? Are there
tissues in meeting rooms (which might indicate it’s okay to cry)? Do your
coworkers seem more comfortable expressing frustration or joy? Is it okay to
respond to emails with a funny cat GIF? Your answers may depend on which
coworkers you’re thinking about; several emotional cultures can exist within
the same organization. (Ever walked into a section of your office and
thought, “Weird vibes over here”?) Nurses at a hospital might vent to one
another in the privacy of a breakroom but display only compassion around
patients. Either way, whether you’re dealing with one overarching culture or
juggling different emotional cultures in the same day, understanding and
relating to your company’s culture(s) is key to feeling a sense of belonging
(we’ll cover this more in the next section).





Emotional culture is built on emotion norms, the unspoken rules that
dictate what you’re allowed to feel and express. Here are some examples of
workplace emotion norms:

On trading �oors, no one bats an eye at obscenity-�lled shouting.
In hospitals, doctors delivering grim diagnoses suppress their grief to appear
calm and professional in front of patients.
In many offices, employees appear enthusiastic while sitting at their desks but
head to the privacy of the bathroom when they need to cry.
At any job, you’ll likely receive scandalized looks if you sigh and bang your head
on the table during a boring meeting.

Emotion norms are created and reinforced by small, repeated social
signals that we oen pick up on without realizing it. If your colleague Erica
nods conspiratorially when you tell her how annoying John was during the
meeting, you’ll keep griping. If she crosses her arms and frowns (even ever
so slightly), you’ll �nd yourself changing the subject.

Few organizations talk about emotional cultures—or emotion norms—
even though they affect how much we enjoy our jobs, how stressed we feel,



and our ability to do work well and on time. And emotional culture is a
tricky concept: a single “good” or “bad” emotional culture doesn’t exist. It’s
also dangerous to be overly prescriptive, as any expression of emotion can be
harmful when taken to an extreme. Putting too much of an emphasis on
compassion might make people shy away from necessary con�ict.

A few important trends do show up in the research. Organizations where
compassion and gratitude are discouraged tend to have higher turnover
rates. Ruthless and vindictive hedge fund managers bring in less money than
their kinder colleagues. And people whose bosses are rude or punitive have
a harder time remembering important information and are more likely to
make bad decisions. In contrast, when we feel supported and motivated by
our colleagues, we are happier, more productive, and stick around longer.
We’re also healthier and better able to cope with job stress. And when our
bosses respond to our mistakes with patience instead of fury, we trust them
more.



A reasonable goal for organizations and individuals is to encourage some
level of emotional expression. You can make this happen without a major
organizational shi; norms are �exible. Compassion and generosity have a
“cascade effect”: they spread from person to person, meaning that you can
in�uence your entire organization. Try the 10/5 rule that the Ritz-Carlton
trains its staff to follow: when employees walk within ten feet of someone,
they make eye contact and smile. If they walk within �ve feet, they say hello.
is simple policy, which has also been implemented at hospitals, makes
customers and employees happier. (As one hotel encourages its employees,
“A smile today will keep guest complaints away!”)

Or follow Giles Turnbull’s example. While working as a writer at the UK
Government Digital Service (GDS), Giles created an “It’s OK to” poster for
the organization (pictured below) and hung copies around his office. Giles
told us that writing out which emotion norms the GDS valued helped new
hires absorb the culture quickly and easily. e poster has since appeared on
walls at Spotify, Salesforce, and even Goldman Sachs.

Normalizing some level of emotional expression can also give you
valuable data. At Ubiquity Retirement and Savings, employees press one of
�ve buttons representing their mood—they can choose between happy,
neutral, or sad faces—every evening before they leave the office. Ubiquity
uses the smiley face data to learn how it can increase workplace happiness
and motivation.

But what if you work for a Miranda Priestly, who doesn’t care about how
you feel? Reframe discussions about emotion by using accepted language
and tie your feelings to an organizational goal. “If saying ‘I feel hurt and
taken for granted,’ will be poorly received,” write the authors of the book
Difficult Conversations, “consider something like this: ‘I’d like to �nd a way
to get this done earlier each quarter. I know I oen leave these meetings



e UK Government Digital Service’s “It’s OK
to” list, designed by Sonia Turcotte

frustrated, and I imagine you also
periodically feel frustrated. Can we
talk about why that is and how we
might design a better process?’” But
when an emotional culture makes
you constantly miserable, it’s time to
think about moving to a different
group or company. “People don’t take
emotional culture seriously enough,”
advises Wharton professor Sigal
Barsade. “ey’ll point to other parts
of a job that are great on paper. But
emotional culture affects you and
your work a lot. If you’re deeply
unhappy, it may be better for you to
leave.”

How to encourage healthy emotional expression:

Acknowledge personal lives. Even in the high-stress environment of a hospital,
the late neurosurgeon Paul Kalanithi’s colleague told him, “e chief is going



through a divorce, so he’s really throwing himself into his work right now. Don’t
make small talk with him.” Understanding what the people around you might be
enduring lets you better treat them with empathy and compassion.
Share coffee breaks and meals. “Eating together has a long, primal tradition as a
kind of social glue,” explains Cornell professor Kevin Kniffin. When we eat
together, we tend to like one another and our jobs more. Based on the advice of
MIT researchers, a Bank of America call center switched everyone’s schedules so
team members could start taking coffee breaks together instead of individually.
Giving employees time for office chitchat made them happier and willing to work
harder—which led to an estimated $15 million jump a year in productivity gains.
At Starbucks, important meetings begin with a coffee tasting. is practice creates
a collegial atmosphere that makes it easier for the group to agree on next steps or
�nal decisions (no word on whether everyone writes their names on the coffee
cups).
Celebrate the emotions you value. Fashion retailer Tory Burch rewards its
employees who most embody the company’s collaborative values with a fully paid
weeklong trip to anywhere in the world. A smaller way you can positively
reinforce kindness is to model and explicitly acknowledge considerate gestures.
(“anks for grabbing me a granola bar from the kitchen!”)



Don’t get pulled in by complainers. If you have a coworker who gripes
incessantly, try to push them toward action by asking, “What could you have
done differently?” or “What can you do about it now?” ese questions move the
conversation in a positive direction—and make it less fun for them to vent to you.
If that doesn’t work, come up with an excuse to end the discussion (“I have a ton
of emails waiting for a response”).

BELONGING

What if you could bring yourself out of hiding and into the organization,
even the parts of yourself that don’t seem to belong on surface level? To do
this, you’d have to feel like you truly belonged at the organization. But what
is belonging, exactly? Diversity is having a seat at the table, inclusion is
having a voice, and belonging is having that voice be heard. “We don’t want
to know we can survive in a space, we want to know we can thrive,” Pat
Wadors, the chief human resources officer at ServiceNow, told us. Pat
explained that growing up as a girl with a learning disability, she oen felt
like an outsider. But in the moments when she did feel like she
belonged? “I’d run up mountains for you,” Pat said. “What unlocks me is
when I can be my authentic self. When I am proud to be female, when I’m
not embarrassed to tell you I’m dyslexic, when being odd is cool.” To assess
your sense of belonging within your organization, see our �ash assessment on
this page.





Transition moments, like an employee’s �rst day on the job, are
particularly anxiety inducing—which makes them great opportunities to
create a sense of belonging. ink back to how elated you felt the day you
received a job offer. But as your start date drew closer, your excitement
probably dissolved into self-doubt. To counteract �rst-day-on-the-job
nerves, IDEO’s San Francisco office gives new hires an “enterview” (a mash-
up of enter and interview). Everyone who interviewed the new hire shares
why they’re excited for that individual to join and what necessary skills they
bring to the team. ese comments are written on a fold-out card that says,
“Dear [new employee’s name], we think you’re kind of a big deal, and here’s
why.”



MOLLIE: I was so excited to start working at IDEO. IDEO’s culture is
incredibly strong, which is wonderful, but it also means that new hires can
feel like outsiders until they learn all the unique and nuanced norms. I felt
nervous about whether or not I would fit in. It takes me months to loosen up
around people.

The day I started, my desk was covered with Post-its from my colleagues
telling me why they were excited to work with me. Someone had laid out my
favorite office snacks; I filled out an IDEO onboarding survey the week
before I started, including a question about my go-to snacks, but I assumed
this information would just be used to help people get to know me. I was so
relieved that my new team wanted to make me feel welcome. Another new
hire tradition is to send around an email with fun facts and photos to
introduce yourself. I shared that I love to watch comedy (my husband is a
comedian), and that I once went on spring break with a Real Housewife of
New York (for fans of the show: it was Sonja “Leopard Is My Neutral”
Morgan). By 5:00 P.M., my first email had spawned an extensive thread.

As months passed, I gained a deeper understanding of the culture, so I
started smiling, speaking up, and volunteering more (which included
organizing and hosting an office-wide baking competition modeled after the
Great British Bake Off). Once I felt a deeper sense of belonging, I wasn’t
constantly questioning if I fit in or not. I could share the sillier side of myself
but also ask tough questions. A few months after I began to bring my full self
to work, I was asked to lead my first project.

Microactions and Belonging

Microactions are small gestures that act as social signals. You might be more
familiar with the term “microaggressions,” indirect or unintentional
moments of exclusion. “Microactions” (a term the culture transformation
firm SYPartners coined, and uses in its own practice) are the antithesis—they
are positive actions you can take to build meaningful belonging.

Here’s an example: Karishma is a talented senior designer at SYPartners. In
early 2015, she worked on a project with Keith Yamashita, the company’s
founder and chairman. After a few meetings, Karishma pulled Keith aside. “I



am going to teach you how to say my name,” she told him. “And then you can
call on me by name like you call on everyone else by name.” Keith thought he
was being inclusive by asking Karishma questions and focusing his attention
on her when she spoke. “But I didn’t know how to pronounce Karishma’s
name, so I was shy about saying it,” he recalled to us. “And if I refer to
everyone else by name but never her, what does that tell her about how much
I value her?” Keith now asks people how they pronounce their name when he
first gets to know them (this gesture is a microaction).

To create a sense of belonging for others, try these microactions:

Use a colleague’s name in conversation. (This requires you to ask and
remember how to correctly pronounce it!)
Once a month, grab coffee or lunch with a coworker you don’t know that
well. Take the opportunity to learn more about who they are and what they
do.
When a new hire starts, help them get to know others. When you
introduce them to someone, don’t just say, “Hey, you two should talk!”
Instead, find and mention an interest they share (ideally one that’s not
work related) to give them a conversational starting point.
When someone joins a conversation, take a moment to bring them up to
speed.
If a colleague goes out of their way to help you, thank them!
When someone is talking to you, don’t multitask. Stop what you’re doing
and give them your full attention.
If you notice someone get cut off midsentence, make a point to jump in
and ask them to continue sharing their thoughts.

A sense of belonging is not the same as feeling similar to everyone else
(our desire to �t in oen compels us to hide who we really are). Belonging is
when you feel safe and valued for embracing what makes you different. We
feel a sense of belonging when we are con�dent the team passed on our idea
simply because it wasn’t the best choice, not because something is innately
wrong with us. Not belonging or a sense of isolation is among the strongest
predictors of turnover. A study analyzing emails showed new employees
who do not switch from “I” to “we” pronouns (which the researchers used as
a sign of belonging) during the �rst six months at their jobs are more likely
to leave.



Feeling like you belong doesn’t mean work will be a walk in the park—it
means the normal ups and downs of office life won’t cause you quite so
much stress. At Pinterest, managers are encouraged to share their
experiences (good and bad) at the company to help their reports understand
that some emotional swings are part of the job—and that you can go
through difficult periods but still belong. In the next section, we’ll discuss
these types of conversations in more detail. ey are called belonging
interventions and oen don’t take more than an hour to implement.

How to create a culture of belonging:

Assume good intentions. If a colleague you know and trust missteps, explain
why their behavior made you feel excluded and propose an alternate action.
“Intentions do matter,” notes Pat Wadors. “Give people room to learn from their
mistakes.”
Belonging starts with onboarding. At Warby Parker, employees call new hires
before their start date to tell them what to expect at orientation and to answer any
questions. New Google employees whose managers give them a warm welcome
on their �rst day are more productive nine months down the line.



Assign “culture buddies.” Buffer, a social-media-management company, pairs
new hires with employees who already understand the culture. At the end of the
�rst week, this culture buddy sits down with the new hire to answer questions,
give feedback (e.g., how the tone of their emails is coming across), and help them
understand that feeling a bit out of place at �rst is normal.
Make sure belonging doesn’t nosedive in meetings. Appoint one person to be
an objective observer during each meeting. at person’s job is to record group
dynamics, noting who speaks the most, who isn’t given any time to speak, and
who keeps talking over other people. At the end of the meeting, have the observer
suggest ways to improve group dynamics.

Belonging and Remote Workers

What does culture mean to the growing number of people who work from
home or as freelancers? Laura Savino is an iOS developer who lives in Seattle
and works remotely for companies based around the world. When we spoke
with her, Laura was up-front about the biggest drawback to her career:
because she rarely gets to know her colleagues outside of work, she
sometimes feels isolated and invisible. “One company, though,” she recalled
with a smile, “scheduled a weekly thirty-minute video teatime for all
employees. It was explicitly social and really brought us closer.”



Proverbial water coolers help remote workers connect with one another.
Buffer’s seventy-five employees, who are distributed across the world, share
personal snippets of their lives on Instagram Stories. Buffer director of
people Courtney Seiter told us, “Now I know what my colleague’s day is like
and what her work space looks like. I get to see my coworkers making cookies
and walking their dogs. It’s the things you would never share on a conference
call, but seeing them helps you understand each other.”

The “out of sight, out of mind” trap often means remote workers rarely
receive praise. When we work with our colleagues in person, we compliment
one another after meetings, in the hall, or over drinks. Remote workers have
fewer chances to receive this kind of informal feedback. “Many remote
workers receive assignments, deliver them on time, and hear back only when
their managers need more work done on these assignments,” explains
Kristen Chirco of E Group. Publicly pointing out when a remote team
member has done a good job goes a long way.



Liz’s Tips on Helping Remote Workers Feel Belonging

LIZ: Because I am a freelancer, I can work anywhere with wi-fi. My
dad’s a retired pathologist; he had to commute forty minutes by train
to get to his laboratory. I have to constantly remind him that when I’m
wearing sweatpants and using my laptop at the dining table, I’m doing
work. One morning when I was visiting my parents, I was lying in bed
working. My dad poked his head into the room and asked with real
concern, “When are you going to work in a building?”

The best advice for making remote workers feel like they belong: do as close
to the same things you would do if you were together in person.

Once we’ve earned it, trust us. Because you don’t see us working, it’s
easy to assume any lull in communication means we’re twiddling our
thumbs. The nicest part of working remotely is that you can easily build
blocks of uninterrupted concentration time into your day. Set clear
expectations for remote workers but don’t worry if you don’t get a ping
from them every five minutes.
Be mindful of time zones. To help people in all time zones feel
included, delay decision making until you’ve heard from everyone who
should be involved. And if you ask a colleague to join a meeting at 6:00
A.M. or 10:00 P.M. their time, this is when I recommend skipping video. It’s
much easier to jump on a call if you don’t have to put on mascara or
button a shirt first.
Send us stuff! One of my clients had a little cake delivered to me on my
birthday. I was thrilled! Another sent my paychecks in illustrated thank-
you cards. When everything is digital, a physical package (think company
swag, books, snacks, or handwritten notes) is delightful.
Help us meet one another. This can be done by setting up virtual
lunches, teatimes, or what Buffer calls “Pair calls.” For Pair calls, Buffer
employees opt in to be randomly paired with someone else at the company
once a week. Calls have no set agenda; coworkers get to know one another
by talking about their families, their hobbies, and their favorite shows.



MAKING SURE WE GET BELONGING RIGHT

“No matter how liberal and open-minded some of my white professors and
classmates try to be toward me, I sometimes feel like a visitor on campus; as
if I really don’t belong,” wrote Michelle Obama while studying at Princeton.
“It oen seems as if, to them, I will always be black �rst and a student
second.”

Although everyone experiences periods of self-doubt, members of
underrepresented groups are much more likely to feel alienated at work.
Individuals from marginalized communities not only ask themselves “Do I
belong?” but contend with the additional question, “Does my group
belong?” Many minority professionals admit feeling pressure to display a
workplace identity that both conforms to dominant standards and counters
stereotypes about their own group. “Black men oen say managing their
emotions so others don’t view them as the stereotypical ‘angry black man’ is
just part of their job,” sociologist Adia Harvey Wing�eld told us. And black
and Latina women frequently report taking pains to speak without an accent
or avoid slang.



Feeling like you have to continually and carefully cultivate a work
identity is taxing. And if you’re not a minority, research shows you probably
underestimate how isolating this can be. Minorities who cannot bring up the
biases they encounter in their professional and personal lives are more than
twice as likely as non-minorities to feel alone—and to leave their companies
within a year. Research also shows black employees from disadvantaged
backgrounds who work hard to succeed tend to have lower life expectancies
—this may be because they undergo so much stress acclimating to
uninclusive work environments.

ese dynamics mean many people silently bear heavy emotional
burdens at work. Aer the police shootings in the summer of 2016, tech
executive Leah McGowen-Hare didn’t feel comfortable showing how upset
she was. “I had to go into a bathroom stall because I couldn’t keep it together
and everyone else acted like nothing was happening,” she recalled. “e level
of empathy for the black community wasn’t there.”

Diversity-training sessions, especially ones in which “diversity” is de�ned
broadly (as, for example, “diversity of thought”), are not a cure-all. In fact,
these sessions oen become another source of emotional distress for
members of underrepresented groups. In interviews, black professionals told
Adia they found little to no equality in terms of who was able to express
emotion. “While white workers felt free to articulate racial biases,” she told
us, “their black colleagues were not comfortable expressing their emotional
responses. e training session became another place where minorities had
to hide their feelings.” is inequality in emotional expression oen occurs
when diversity training sessions are used as one-off attempts to correct for
an unhealthy emotional culture. “Organizations can’t simply demand trust,”
writes Erica Baker, a senior engineering manager at Patreon. “Trust needs to
be earned.”

Emotional Labor

How often have you chosen your words carefully to make sure you come
across as nonthreatening? What about smiling and nodding when your boss
hasn’t said anything particularly insightful? We lost count a long time ago.
These are both forms of emotional labor, the often invisible and unpaid work
we do to fulfill the emotional expectations of a job. Emotional labor usually
involves surface acting, or expressing emotions we don’t feel. Author Seth



Godin describes this as “listening when we’d rather yell.” Surface acting is
draining; people who do it frequently are more likely to feel stressed and
eventually burn out.

Although everyone performs some degree of emotional labor at work,
women and minorities feel more pressure than their colleagues to appear
nonthreatening or empathetic. At universities, students often use female
professors’ office hours as “confessional time” and are more likely to lean on
them for emotional support. Writing in The Toast, Jess Zimmerman argues
women should start pricing and charging for “soothing a man’s ego” ($100)
and “pretending to find him fascinating” ($150). Nadia, a copywriter in the
tech industry, told The Outline she spent a significant amount of mental
energy at a recent job carefully choosing her words. “I was one of the
youngest people on the team, I’m a woman, and I’m black,” she explained.
“I’d watch other people say things, and I would think, ‘Oh my God, if those
words came out of my mouth, people would cringe.’”

So how do we create a workplace where each employee feels a true sense
of belonging? First, commit to creating a diverse workforce at all levels.
When members of all groups are visibly represented among and supported
by senior management, there is less of a need for individuals to check their
real selves at the door. In the spring of 2018, Utah-based soware company
Domo unveiled six new billboards near its headquarters that stated,
“DOMO ♥ LGBTQ+ (and everyone else too).” Domo executives decided to



launch the campaign aer hearing stories about LGBTQ+ individuals who
were ostracized by the local conservative community. “We need to make
sure our workplaces are welcoming and inclusive for everyone,” wrote CEO
Josh James.



Second, look into belonging interventions. In a study, Stanford professor
Greg Walton had a group of African American college freshmen read essays
written by upperclassmen about the difficult emotions they had experienced
when they arrived at college. “When I got here, I thought I was the only one
who felt le out,” wrote one upperclassman. “But then I found out that
everyone feels that way at �rst, and everyone gets over it. I got over it, too.”
Over the next three years, the intervention halved the GPA gap between
white students and the African Americans who were part of the intervention
group. A similar intervention eliminated the gender GPA gap in a highly
selective engineering program.

Finally, create emotion norms that encourage minorities to talk about
how they feel. Aer the police shootings in the summer of 2016,
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) brought its employees together in small
groups to openly discuss racial issues. One African American executive
described his suit as his cape: when he wears it, he’s a good guy, but when he
takes it off, he’s suddenly more likely to be seen as threatening. PwC
chairman Tim Ryan and minority initiatives and talent management leader
Elena Richards discussed what they learned from the conversations on
video, and then used social media to encourage employees to continue
sharing their stories with one another. “Discussing these types of difficult
topics is usually assumed to be the responsibility of community leaders,
politicians, and activists,” wrote Ryan. “But our people spend a good portion
of their lives within the walls of this �rm and more than anything, I want
them to be able to bring their whole selves to work.”



How to help make sure everyone feels belonging:

Acknowledge that members of different groups face different challenges. “Let’s
start with gender” is a �awed approach to creating a culture of belonging for all
employees. Conversations about women in the workplace oen focus on white
women and ignore the experiences of members of other underrepresented
groups.
Remember that it’s never “not your problem.” “No one marginalized group has
ever successfully advocated on behalf of themselves—alone—to enact change,”
writes CNN content strategist Cameron Hough. Many people who are progressive
in their personal lives give themselves a pass in their professional lives. If
someone on your team says something that raises a few eyebrows but is not
directly prejudiced toward you, speak up or pull them aside later. People are more
likely to feel guilty and apologize if their prejudiced comment is pointed out by
someone outside of the targeted group.
Identify missing voices. In every meeting, Pat Wadors asks participants which
voices they wish were part of the conversation and how to involve them. “It’s
about taking care of individuals even when they’re not in the room,” she told us.
Ask questions instead of immediately trying to problem solve. You won’t
understand another person’s perspective unless you listen and show compassion.
“You want to hold your ideas very lightly so you can change your mind, so you
can be moved by what someone says,” advises Mellody Hobson, president of Ariel
Investments. “When you ask questions . . . it takes the edge off.” Your instinct
might be to quickly patch things over, as if the issue is just a matter of momentary
emotional con�ict. But the reality is that these are oen structural issues, not
interpersonal ones.
Play in your lane. Hobson encourages people to work with the power they have.
If you’re a manager, start conversations and set a team norm of asking questions.
If you’re a member of a team, reach out to people who are different from you.

For further resources on gender and leadership: We recommend
Mellody Hobson’s TED talk “Be Color Brave, Not Color Blind”; research and
writing by Professors Adia Harvey Wing�eld and Kira Hudson Banks; “e
Belonging Guide” by Professor Greg Walton; diversity and inclusion consulting
�rm Paradigm’s research white papers; and the resources on the CODE2040,
Kapor Center, and Catalyst websites.



TAKEAWAYS

1. Be kind; emotions are contagious, which means your actions can
have a positive in�uence on your entire organization’s emotional
culture.

2. Create a culture of belonging through microactions: say “hello,”
invite people into conversations, or help a new hire meet others.

3. Share stories about who you are, not what you do, and invite
others to do the same.

4. Don’t ignore the emotional burdens your colleagues may carry.
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Leadership

Be selectively vulnerable: Why how you share matters





L aszlo Bock sat on a couch in the sparsely furnished conference room
and listened to the last of his employees update the assembled group
about her work. en it was Laszlo’s turn. “Last week, my brother died

unexpectedly.”
Laszlo Bock, who led HR at Google for ten years, is the founder and

CEO of Humu, a machine learning company that aims to make work better.
One August morning in 2017, he got a call with news about his brother.
Citing a personal emergency, Laszlo immediately dropped everything and
�ew to Florida to be with his family.

When he returned to California a week later, Laszlo decided to tell his
employees about his brother’s death. “I had to acknowledge why I might be
in and out for the next few months,” Laszlo told us. “I knew if I didn’t, I
would feel guilty for seeming less focused. ese people quit amazing jobs to
work with me and three months in, I felt I was breaking an unspoken
contract with them.”

Aer Laszlo spoke, his employees rallied around him. ough each
member of his team responded differently—some didn’t bring it up again
while others asked Laszlo every so oen how he and his family were doing—
everyone showed up in ways that made him feel supported. “at made it
easier for me to come to work,” Laszlo recalled. “It was a relief to just be
there and work hard and sometimes suppress my feelings and know that
people understood why I was doing that and be okay with it.” His
vulnerability also created an environment where employees could share and
support one another. A few months later, Laszlo saw one employee hesitate
to con�de something to another. “I don’t want to burden you with this,” she
said. Her colleague responded, “It doesn’t feel like a burden when you share.”

SELECTIVE VULNERABILITY

Laszlo isn’t the �rst powerful �gure to use his platform to destigmatize
vulnerability, nor is he the �rst CEO to realize the value of letting your guard
down. Apple CEO Tim Cook likes to have lunch with random employees.



Simon Sinek’s viral TED talk “Why Good Leaders Make You Feel Safe”
indicated that command and control management—which uses dominance
to get results—is on its way out. A relational leadership style has emotional
and �nancial bene�ts. Research shows that our brains respond more
positively to empathetic bosses; when we feel a personal connection with a
leader, we try harder, perform better, and are kinder to our colleagues.

Vulnerability matters because we’re really good at picking up on
fakeness, especially in our leaders. Workers are already predisposed to
question the sincerity of leaders when they show emotion, but trust between
leaders and workers breaks down completely if leaders never show any
emotion at all, especially aer a round of layoffs or when the company is
doing poorly. We have an uncanny ability to pick up on one another’s
moods. Research by Stanford’s James Gross shows that when someone is
upset but keeps their feelings bottled up, our own blood pressure goes up
when we’re around them—even if we don’t consciously realize they’re angry.



e unique problem leaders face is that they have to think longer and
harder than the rest of us about when to be transparent. Too much
disclosure (or “Workplace TMI”) might diminish how much people respect
you and make them question your ability to do your job. Researchers found
sharing personal stories that expose a weakness can undermine a leader’s
authority (sharing with a peer did not trigger the same negative response in
the listener).

So what’s the line between sharing, which builds trust, and oversharing,
which destroys it? Our seventh new rule of emotion at work is: Be selectively
vulnerable. is chapter is a guide for how to open up while still prioritizing
emotional stability and psychological safety for yourself and your colleagues.
Our goal is to end any agonizing about what to say and when.

If you’re about to �ip to another chapter because you think you’re not a
leader, think again. Leadership is a skill, not a role. Do you in�uence the
people around you? Do they look to you for help in making decisions? Julie
Zhuo, VP of Design at Facebook, writes that “anyone can exhibit leadership



regardless of their speci�c role. ink of a store clerk calmly directing
shoppers to safety when the screeching tornado bell goes off in a mall.” Or
think of “an individual contributor who surfaces important customer
complaints and then coordinates solutions across multiple teams.” No matter
your official job title, you’re almost certainly a leader in some way.

Managing Other People’s Emotions

Successfully making the transition from individual contributor to leader
requires a major mind-set shift. In addition to managing your emotions, you
have to start helping other people manage and effectively express their
emotions.

If you’re an individual contributor and someone comes to you in tears, you
can provide a shoulder to cry on and then get back to work. But if you’re a
leader, you need to think about the best next step for this person, both
personally and professionally. You have to be empathetic but still able to
objectively assess the situation.

Avoid telling people what to feel. Try not to say, “Don’t be mad,” “It’s
not personal,” or “You’ll be fine” (and never, ever use “we,” as in “We think
you should be coming in earlier . . .” ). If an employee gets emotional, try to
understand where his feelings are coming from. You might ask, “What would
be helpful to you right now?” “You already know how to react to an emotion
with compassion,” Radical Candor author Kim Scott points out. “You do it
all the time in your personal life. Somehow, at work, we are primed to forget
these basics.” Don’t make your employees immediately feel bad for feeling
bad.

Don’t waffle. Being an empathetic manager is not the same as being a
pushover. Own your decisions and discuss and set expectations with your
reports as soon as you know there’s a problem. This can be as simple as
saying, “I’m not happy with the work you’re doing. What’s going on?” If you
let someone underperform for months or even years without saying
anything, you’ve failed as a manager.

Listen. It sounds basic, but it bears repeating. The question Wharton
professor Adam Grant most frequently fields is how to have your suggestions
heard when you’re not in charge. “These are not questions asked by leaders,”
Grant notes. “They’re fundamental questions of followership.” Listening
helps leaders understand the source of problems or strong emotions.
Harvard Business School professor Bill George told us, “Ninety to ninety-five
percent of what we teach at HBS is intellectual [as opposed to emotional].
Our faculty isn’t comfortable asking students to probe about emotional
motivations in case studies, like, ‘Why did this person do what they did? Why



did this happen?’ I actually think we can take people the wrong way in their
two years [in business school].”

Manage individually. After surveying almost eighty thousand people,
researcher Marcus Buckingham’s biggest insight was, “Average managers
play checkers, while great managers play chess.” In checkers, every piece is
the same. But winning a game of chess requires you to understand each
piece’s strengths and weaknesses. Your reports will not all enjoy the same
tasks or perceive situations in the same way, so it’s important to treat them
as individuals.

PROVIDE A PATH TO FOLLOW

e best leaders show vulnerability when assessing a situation but then
present a clear path forward. Jerry Colonna is a former venture capitalist
who’s become a beloved coach to entrepreneurs (he’s known as the “CEO
Whisperer”) through Reboot, the coaching �rm he cofounded. Jerry gave us
the following example: “Let’s imagine that you’re the CEO of a start-up and
you’re about to run out of money but close to raising another round. You’re
probably terri�ed. Now picture yourself walking into a meeting with all
twelve of your employees and saying, ‘I’m terri�ed.’ at’s an unhelpful
strategy. A better strategy is to say, ‘I’m scared, but I still believe—in you, our
product, our mission.’ Both approaches involve you being authentic,” Jerry
told us. But saying, “I believe in our product” is a way of presenting a clear
path forward. It’s a promise to work toward a solution in spite of emotions.
“e call of leadership isn’t just to be real. It’s also to be able to manage and
soothe your own anxieties, so that you don’t infect others.”

Cynthia Danaher knows �rsthand the perils of putting emotion above a
call to action. Aer she was promoted to general manager of Hewlett-
Packard’s Medical Products Group, she told her �y-three hundred
employees, “I want to do this job, but it’s scary and I need your help.” At the
time, in 1999, revealing her true feelings made sense; now, the memory
makes her cringe. Cynthia told e Wall Street Journal she wishes she had
instead outlined her growth goals for the business. “People say they want a
leader to be vulnerable just like them, but deep down they want to believe
you have the skill to move and �x things they can’t.” (Of course, gender
might have factored heavily into the negative reaction she received—we’ll
discuss this more in the next section.)



“An important part of being a leader is understanding how much weight
the people around you can bear,” Laszlo told us. “You can’t burden your
employees with more than they can carry or expect them to hold you up all
the time.” As our friend put it, “e best managers are good shit umbrellas.
When the shit hits the fan, they do what they can to protect their team from
the emotional fallout.”

Another way to use the “vulnerability + path forward” formula is to ask
yourself, “How can I be realistic and optimistic?” Tony Schwartz, CEO of
e Energy Project, describes realistic optimism as confronting and dealing
with difficult facts while still having the self-con�dence and faith in your
team’s ability to tell the most upliing and empowering story possible.



In the following, you’ll �nd additional tips on how to practice selective
vulnerability and provide a clear path forward. Of course, great managers
need to do more than these two things (they should also de�ne strategic
goals, communicate clearly, and master the necessary technical skills), but
we’ll focus on emotional action items.

How to be selectively vulnerable and provide a clear path
forward:

Figure yourself out. e best leaders are able to hit a pause button when they
become emotional. Instead of immediately acting, they ask themselves, “What
exactly am I feeling? Why? What is the need behind this emotion?” An average
manager might quickly answer these questions with, “I’m so annoyed by this
project,” but a great manager will realize that the root cause of her irritability is
anxiety about meeting an impending deadline. With this understanding, she can
go back to her team and put structures into place that ensure work is done on
time.



Regulate your emotions. In Radical Candor, author Kim Scott recalls a morning
when a report told her, “I know what kind of day I’m going to have by the kind of
mood you’re in when you walk in the door.” Managing your feelings is as
important as managing your reports; what you consider a throwaway comment or
a momentary bad mood can ruin someone’s day. Reactive, hot-tempered
managers are hurtful, demoralizing, and the top reason people quit their jobs. In
a lab experiment, employees confronted by an angry manager were less willing to
work hard—especially if they didn’t know why the manager was mad. In contrast,
aer a group of managers were taught to control their words and body language
during tense situations, their reports’ stress levels dropped by more than 30
percent.
Address your feelings without becoming emotionally leaky. “e idea that
you’re never going to have a bad day as a boss is bullshit,” Kim Scott told us. “e
best thing to do is to cop to it. Say to your team, ‘I’m having a bad day, and I’m
trying my best not to take it out on you. But if it seems like I’m having a bad day, I
am. But it’s not because of you that I’m having a bad day. e last thing I want is
for my bad day to make your day bad.”
Find time to prioritize yourself. Managing means cooking something on every
burner without burning anything. Your job is to simultaneously bring the fusilli
to a boil (al dente, please), keep the risotto at a simmer, sauté a mix of veggies,
and add just the right amount of salt to the sauce. You also have to time every step
perfectly to make sure the meal comes together. at’s exhausting! Try taking a
“Shultz hour” for yourself. When he was in office, former secretary of state
George Shultz protected one hour each week for solitary re�ection with paper
and pen. No one was allowed to interrupt him except the president or his wife.



If you feel isolated, seek support. Maintaining selective vulnerability can be a
draining exercise; half of leaders report feeling alone in their roles. Seek support
from peers with whom you feel safe talking openly about personal and
professional issues. As Liz Koenig, who managed Teach for America teachers,
told us, “You can’t pour out of an empty cup.”
Don’t be upset when your employees move on. ey might become valuable
contacts in another company or even come back. Anthropologist Ilana Gershon
says the best managers communicate this to new hires. One leader Gershon
talked to said she takes every new member of her team out to lunch in the week
they start and says things like, “You don’t work for me, I work for you . . . my job
is to make sure you can do your job well. And one day, you’re going to leave this
job. . . . When you want to leave this job, I hope to be here to help you move on to
the next job.” McKinsey and Ernst & Young cultivate alumni communities as a
great source of new business and referrals.

When Your Manager Can’t Manage

What if you work for someone whose mean flashes and knee-jerk reactions
make work miserable? Because you can’t fire up, your best bet is to manage
up.

Call it out . . . carefully. If you think your boss will be receptive to
feedback, have a conversation about how their mood affects you. Calmly
describe a specific behavior you’ve noticed and ask how you can improve
the situation. For example, say your manager snaps at you anytime you



need help. You might say, “I’ve noticed when I stop by to ask you a
question, you seem irritated. How can I better approach you?” Often
managers don’t know how their reactions come across, and because their
days are so packed, they don’t have time to reflect on or apologize for their
negative reactions. Our friend and licensed social worker Julia Byers
explains, “If you have a disagreement with your partner in the morning as
you’re heading out the door, your partner can text you later in the day and
say, ‘Sorry, I love you.’ But in a professional setting, your boss isn’t going
to text you.”
Don’t get sucked in. Researchers Shawn Achor and Michelle Gielan
recommend trying to neutralize the negative effects of a frazzled boss.
“Instead of returning a harried coworker’s stressed nonverbals with an
equally stressed grimace of your own,” they write, “return it with a smile
or a nod of understanding.” If you have a meeting with your boss, set the
tone on a positive note. If you say, “It’s so great to get to meet with you
today” (of course, you need to say this sincerely, not sarcastically), it will
be hard for your boss to follow that positive comment by saying, “I’m so
aggravated.”
Schedule smart. Watch for patterns in your manager’s mood. Is he
always stressed on Thursdays before his weekly call with a fussy client?
Does she seem unapproachable until she’s had her second cup of coffee? If
you know when your boss will be anxious or preoccupied, schedule
meetings at other times. One of Mollie’s past bosses was always brusque in
the morning, so Mollie tried to avoid meeting with him before 10:00 A.M.

Protect your self-esteem. Unless you can easily identify something you
did that could be causing your boss’s bad mood, don’t assume it’s about
you. That said, it’s still easy to take a stormy encounter personally. Make
sure to protect yourself. Self-confidence or work friends can enable you to
better weather your boss’s negative emotions—think of them as providing
you with an emotional flak jacket. Self-esteem also helps you remind
yourself that you’re still capable, even if your boss is bringing you down.
Keeping a smile file (the folder of positive feedback we mentioned in
chapter 6, “Communication”) can give you a mood boost when you need it.
If nothing else works, move on. If your manager makes you
completely miserable and you can’t switch teams, it might be time to look
for a new job. As the saying goes, “People don’t quit jobs, they quit
managers.”

DIFFERENT LEADERSHIP STYLES



When Harvard Business School professor Bill George analyzed more than a
thousand leadership studies, he found that a single best pro�le of a leader
doesn’t exist. at’s because the key to being a great leader doesn’t have
much to do with speci�c personality traits. It has to do with emotional
intelligence.

“Anyone can improve their emotional intelligence,” Bill George told us.
“e key is self-awareness. You need to develop a keen understanding of
who you are in the world.” In this section, we’ll go through challenges
different types of leaders face and how to address them. Again, our intent is
not to box in individuals—gender, race, age, culture, and extraversion level
(not to mention ethnicity, religion, sexual preference, and class) can
intersect to shape identities and perceptions in complex ways—but to
contextualize some experiences.

Gender
Female leaders oen feel pressure to avoid appearing either too emotional or
too emotionless to lead. We’ve heard stories of senior female employees
whose managers coached them to be more “measured” during meetings. But
studies also show that as women move up in an organization, their
colleagues may begin to see them as less friendly or approachable and as
more competitive.



How can female leaders strike the right balance? First, they shouldn’t shy
away from being decisive and straightforward when delegating. Phrase
requests con�dently and clearly. Instead of asking, “Would it be possible for
you to �nish a one-page memo by tomorrow?” try, “e client needs the
memo by tomorrow end of day. Can you complete it by then?” Your team
will appreciate clarity and be happy their manager is working to ensure no
balls are dropped.

But female leaders also shouldn’t shy away from opportunities to show
some emotion. One of Mollie’s former bosses openly expressed her delight at
team members’ accomplishments, which motivated them. Emotion can be
an extremely effective tool to help bond and inspire reports. “Don’t sti�e
your emotions or your ambitions,” writes author Jennifer Palmieri. “Men
spent centuries building the professional world, devising rules to make sure
it was a comfortable place for them and that it was geared toward their
particular qualities and skills. Like any good guest, women have looked for
clues on how we are to behave in this foreign land. We have intuited that in
this world we are to be obliging, calm under pressure, diligent, and to always
keep our emotions in check.” But we are now living in a different world, one
that needs leaders who are in tune with their emotions—and their team’s
emotions. “Let’s embrace a new way of working that is equally geared toward
our own qualities and skills,” urges Palmieri.



Male leaders also bene�t from investing in empathy. Research by Daniel
Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence, shows that men’s brains are more
likely to tune out emotion and start problem solving when presented with an
issue. e ability to block out others’ distress works in their favor during a
crisis but can leave those around them feeling lost or unsupported in an
emotionally trying situation. Studies show that high emotional intelligence
makes for a top-performing leader, no matter their gender.

Sadly, it still needs to be said: treat your colleagues equally. Don’t ask
your male colleagues only about their work and your female colleagues only
about their families. Make sure to reward competent female reports, even if
they don’t ask for promotions or raises as frequently as male reports. And
address everyone by the same honori�cs; when men introduce speakers at
medical conferences, they tend to introduce male doctors as “Doctor [Last
Name]” but introduce females by their �rst names.

For further resources on gender and leadership: We recommend the
books Dear Madam President by Jennifer Palmieri, Playing Big by Tara Mohr,
and at’s What She Said by Joanne Lipman. e Catalyst and LeanIn.Org
websites and the annual Women in the Workplace report by McKinsey also
contain valuable information.



When Women Cut Each Other Down

Would you rather work for a male or female boss? In surveys, more than half
of female respondents pick a male boss. Even women who are managers
themselves are more likely to want to work for a man (men also prefer male
bosses, but by a smaller margin). When asked why, some women explained
they didn’t want to work for another woman for fear she would be too
“emotional,” “catty,” or “bitchy.”

Writing for The Atlantic, journalist Olga Khazan describes her interviews
with women who have been undermined by both genders, but “it somehow
felt different—worse—when it happened at the hands of a woman, a
supposed ally.” One of Khazan’s own mentors told Khazan that she “divides
her past female managers into ‘Dragon Ladies’ and ‘Softies Who Nice Their
Way Upward.’ She’d rather work for men because, she says, they’re more
forthright. ‘With women, I’m partly being judged on my abilities and partly
being judged on whether or not I’m ‘a friend’ or ‘nice’ or ‘fun.’”

A lack of leadership opportunities can make women feel like they have to
compete with one another—and makes younger ambitious female employees
seem threatening. Research shows that women who are optimistic about
their career paths are less likely to tear one another down. “We need to
change our society so that it becomes normative for women to see other
women succeeding in all kinds of roles,” writes psychologist Laurie Rudman.

Race
Studies show we are more likely to see white people as management
material, which introduces bias into the promotion process. Take the
“bamboo ceiling,” a phrase coined by executive coach Jane Hyun: while
Asian Americans are more likely to have a college degree than the average
person, and account for roughly one in �ve students at elite business
schools, they’re notably absent from the list of Fortune 500 CEOs. Racial
minorities oen feel they must act, look, and sound like the prevailing white
male leadership model if they want to be taken seriously. “For many black
professionals, remaining in leadership positions can be an emotional
challenge,” sociologist Adia Harvey Wing�eld told us. Especially if you are
an organization’s �rst minority leader, you might limit how open you are
with white colleagues to avoid jeopardizing your perceived credibility.



Gender and race intersect to create unique disadvantages for female
minorities. Black women can be disproportionately punished for making
mistakes in a leadership role. And Latina leaders tend to be seen as overly
emotional: “[We’re] always told, ‘Calm down. You’ve got to be more cool. Be
careful with your voice, be careful with your hands,’” describes a Latina
executive.

Mentors help minority leaders maintain a positive sense of self and get
honest feedback. Talking to someone who has faced similar challenges and
can offer emotional support might reduce doubts about your ability to
succeed. But, of course, it’s hard to �nd a mentor who can relate to your
experience when there aren’t many people like you in leadership positions.
Women of color are least likely to �nd mentors in large corporations. Which
brings us to our next point.

If you are in a leadership position, make diversity a priority. From 2005
to 2011, eight black, twelve Latino, and thirteen Asian executives were
promoted to CEOs at Fortune 500 companies. But in more recent years,
those numbers have fallen again as white men replaced minority CEOs who
retired or were forced out. One theory is that these pushes for diversity have
stalled; when it appeared as if some success had been made, companies felt
less pressure to push for equal representation at all levels. Leaders must
continually evaluate what they can do to increase diversity at their
organizations.

For further resources on race and leadership: We recommend work by
Professor Adia Harvey Wing�eld, Professor Tina Opie, and Candice Morgan,
head of Inclusion and Diversity at Pinterest. Also check out Project Include and



the Inclusion Insights blog from Paradigm, a diversity and inclusion
consulting �rm.

Age
It’s historically unusual for a boss to be younger than her reports—and this
can make young leaders uncomfortable. As Wharton professor Peter
Cappelli explains, young leaders might worry, “I can’t manage somebody
who’s older than I am.”

Stepping out of traditional roles is valuable for employees and managers
at all ages. For leaders who are younger than your reports: be open but stay
con�dent and demonstrate maturity. Don’t go overboard on proving why
you deserve to be in a leadership role; racing through conversations or
shutting down feedback will only make you look arrogant and deepen a
divide between you and your team. “Admit honestly to your senior reports
what you do and do not know, and work together on a plan for how you can
help support them,” advises Julie Zhuo, who was just a few years out of
college when she became a manager at Facebook.

For leaders who are older than
your reports: realize that younger
employees can keep you up-to-date.
Forty-one-year-old SoulCycle CEO
Melanie Whelan meets monthly with
a younger mentor who helps her get
“hip with what the kids are doing
these days” by suggesting what
Whelan should be reading and what
apps she should be using. is isn’t a
new phenomenon. In the 1990s,
former GE CEO Jack Welch paired
�ve hundred of his top managers
with younger employees so the
managers could learn from them.

Introverts and extroverts



ough we’re quick to assume the best leaders must be larger-than-life
spotlight hogs, the meek are just as likely to inherit the world. Some of the
most powerful leaders, including Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, and Larry Page,
are described as “quiet,” “so-spoken,” and “unassuming.” In offices where
employees tend to offer ideas, introverted leaders are tied to higher pro�ts.
And when economists analyzed the linguistic patterns of CEOs, they found
reserved leaders were connected to a better bottom line.

But introverted leaders do face challenges. Leadership roles are highly
visible and require a lot of time spent managing and building connections.
It’s easy for introverts to feel exhausted if they don’t schedule alone time to
recharge. But this tendency toward solitude (and away from networking
events) can make introverts appear withdrawn or even rude. It also puts
them at risk for career derailment. And a bias against promoting introverts
into leadership positions may still exist: more than half of executives view
introversion as a barrier to leadership (though this survey was conducted in
2006, six years before Susan Cain’s book Quiet: e Power of Introverts in a
World at Can’t Stop Talking was published, which we hope has changed
this view).

Introverted leaders succeed by being open about their preferences and by
pushing themselves to override their tendency to want to be alone. at
doesn’t mean you can never be alone again—your creativity and the quiet
time you spend thinking are probably why you got promoted in the �rst



place—but it does mean that you need to be strategically social. Don’t shy
away from public-speaking opportunities. “Just the sheer act of being in
front of a group can change people’s perceptions of you and have them start
thinking of you as a leader,” advises Susan Cain. Former Campbell Soup
CEO Doug Conant would give people he worked with a “DRC (Doug R.
Conant) orientation”: he would explain that he was an introvert and how
that affected his work style. is helped him “quickly get beyond all the little
super�cial dances people do when they �rst start working with each other.”

e harder introverts prepare and push themselves to be slightly more
extroverted, the easier it will become. When introverts manage extroverts
primarily by email from the silence and safety of their office, the extroverts
don’t get the in-person contact they need. ey feel the ball is always in their
court to have to go and interrupt their introverted boss to discuss their work
or ask questions. Introverts, if you manage extroverts, set standing meetings
with them daily or weekly so they know they’ll have time to talk things
through.

Extroverted leaders: please be aware of your tendency toward MBWA, or
“management by wandering around.” ough you thrive on impromptu
Q&As, we guarantee your introverted colleagues would be grateful for a bit
more time to think about their responses to your questions. Even drive-by
chitchat is draining for introverts. Studies show that extroverts are most



productive when there is a lot of noise, whereas introverts work best in quiet
spaces. A few tips: if you do ask a difficult question, give an introvert until
the next day to get back to you with an answer. Be conscious of when you
drop by. If you’ve spent all morning in meetings with an introvert, he is
probably ready for some space. And �nally, err toward one-on-one meetings
in private or on walks.

Great leaders bring out the best in those around them—and that means
accommodating both introverts and extroverts. “Your personality is a
tendency that is in part biological, part learned,” explains Wharton professor
Adam Grant. “But we can choose to override that tendency when the time is
right, and I think that is something we all need to get comfortable doing . . .
I think the best leaders end up operating like ambiverts.”

TAKEAWAYS

1. Show vulnerability when assessing a difficult situation, but present
a clear path forward.

2. Become a student of the people you manage: avoid telling people
what to feel, listen carefully, and manage individually.

3. Prioritize yourself and seek support from other leaders to avoid
emotional leaks that negatively affect your reports.

4. Understand the challenges you and others may face in leadership
positions and take steps to reduce them.
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Conclusion

ost of us grew up with the idea that mixing feelings and work is a
recipe for disaster. We wrote this book to dispel that myth. You can
bring emotion into the workplace without causing chaos, but

timing, context, and delivery all matter. Try not to schedule meetings with
your boss on days when you know she’ll be stressed or frustrated. During a
difficult conversation, calmly address how you feel; don’t raise your voice or
roll your eyes. Save kind or funny notes in a folder you can revisit when
work gets tough. ese are all ways to make your work life better—and they
all center around feelings. Success (real success, the kind measured not only
in dollars and perks) happens when you open yourself to emotion.

Our hope is that you go in to work tomorrow and start to listen to, learn
from, and express your emotions in a more effective and ful�lling way (you
can use the seven New Rules of Emotion at Work as your cheat sheet). It’s
not always easy to accept and discuss emotion at work. But when you do,
you’ll �nd that feelings stop getting in the way and instead become signposts
to guide you on your career path. Aer all, anticipation and regret let us
narrow down our set of choices and make better decisions. Envy can be an
internal compass that reveals what we value. Gratitude and a sense of
purpose give us the willpower to come into the office on dreary Monday
mornings.





If you’re looking for more ways to better understand and harness your
feelings, here are three resources we’ve put together for you:

For handy reference, we’ve collected all the chapter takeaways for you in the next
section.
A guide to useful emotional skills (including emotional intelligence, emotional
regulation, and emotional agility) and a detailed look at how scientists de�ne
emotion on this page.
An emotional tendencies assessment on our website:
lizandmollie.com/assessment. You can �nd a �ash version of the assessment on
this page.

Feel feelings!

http://lizandmollie.com/assessment
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New Rules of Emotion at Work

hew—this book has many pages. Here are two handy summaries:

Twitter summary: No Hard Feelings is a visual guide for how to embrace emotion
at work and become more authentic and ful�lled—while still staying
professional.

Slightly longer summary: No Hard Feelings is a wickedly funny illustrated guide to
unrepressing your emotions at work, �nding constructive channels even for
jealousy and anxiety, demystifying digital interactions and coworker
communication styles, and ultimately allowing you to bring your best self to
work.

TAKEAWAYS FROM ALL CHAPTERS

Health
1. Take the break you can, whether it’s a vacation, a day off, or a

minibreak.
2. Make time to be rigorously unproductive, see friends and family,

and step away from your email and phone.
3. Stop feeling bad about feeling bad. Reframe your stress as

motivation or excitement.
4. Prevent rumination by viewing your thoughts as simply thoughts,

not as inevitable truths. Stay in the present and take care of the
things within your control.

Motivation



1. To increase your autonomy, make small changes to your schedule.
2. Job cra: shi your responsibilities toward the things you enjoy to

make your work more meaningful.
3. Push yourself to acquire new skills. e more you know, the more

you’ll enjoy your work.
4. Invest in workplace friendships to give yourself another reason to

look forward to work.

Decision Making
1. Recognize that listening to your feelings is not the same as acting

on your feelings.
2. Keep relevant emotions (those related to the decision you’re

facing), toss irrelevant emotions (those unrelated to the decision
you’re facing).

3. Do not rely on emotion when deciding whether or not to hire a
candidate. Use structured interviews to reduce biased hiring
decisions.

4. Before an external negotiation, come to an inner consensus.

Teams
1. Create psychological safety by encouraging open discussion,

answering questions without condescension, and making it okay
to take risks and admit mistakes.

2. Don’t shy away from task con�ict. Instead, create structures that
prevent creative clashes from becoming personal.

3. For relationship con�ict, listen to the other person and calmly
share your perspective.

4. Get rid of (or if you can’t, contain) bad apples to preserve
psychological safety on your team.

Communication



1. During a difficult conversation, calmly address your feelings
without making assumptions.

2. Be aware of communication tendencies to better understand the
intention behind someone’s words.

3. Make criticism speci�c and actionable. Ask the recipient how they
prefer to receive to feedback.

4. Emotionally proofread what you write before hitting Send.

Culture
1. Be kind; emotions are contagious, which means your actions can

have a positive in�uence on your entire organization’s emotional
culture.

2. Create a culture of belonging through microactions: say hello,
invite people into conversations, or help a new hire meet others.

3. Share stories about who you are, not what you do, and invite
others to do the same.

4. Don’t ignore the emotional burdens your colleagues may carry.

Leadership
1. Show vulnerability when assessing a difficult situation, but present

a clear path forward.
2. Become a student of the people you manage: avoid telling people

what to feel, listen carefully, and manage individually.
3. Prioritize yourself and seek support from other leaders to avoid

emotional leaks that negatively affect your reports.
4. Understand the challenges you and others may face in leadership

positions and take steps to reduce them.
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Further Resources on Emotions

till curious? We’ve put together a guide to the most common
emotional skills needed for the workplace: emotional intelligence,
emotion regulation, and emotional agility. But �rst . . .

WHAT EVEN IS AN EMOTION?

e psychologists Beverley Fehr and James Russell said it best: “Everyone
knows what an emotion is, until asked to give a de�nition.” e most visible
aspect of an emotion is a facial expression. If we asked you to show us “fear,”
you would probably widen your eyes and open your mouth. But would any
person, regardless of how or where they were raised, be able to interpret
your expression as “fear”?

Scientists fall into two camps. e �rst argues that humans share an
innate set of emotions, which they express in the same way. is camp tends
to view emotions as hardwired products of evolutionary instincts that
motivate us to act in ways that promote survival. e plot of the Pixar movie
Inside Out is based on this theory. e movie’s �ve main characters, Joy,
Sadness, Fear, Anger, and Disgust, represent the emotions that live inside
our brains as separate entities and press buttons to control our behavior.
e second camp points to scienti�c evidence that emotions are not

universal but rather learned and shaped by culture. Psychologist and
neuroscientist Lisa Feldman Barrett, a leading proponent of this view,
explained to us, “Emotions are not your reactions to the world; they are your
brain’s way of making meaning.”

Say your heart starts beating wildly. Are you afraid or are you excited? If
your boss just emailed you, “We need to talk about your performance lately,”
you might attribute your racing heart to fear. But if instead your crush just
confessed how much they like you, you might interpret the thump in your



chest as excitement (although Liz says for her this is another “fear”
situation).

Barrett explains, “Utku Eskimos have no concept of ‘anger.’ e Tahitians
have no concept of ‘sadness.’ is last item is very difficult for Westerners to
accept . . . life without sadness? Really? When Tahitians are in a situation
that a Westerner would describe as sad, they feel ill, troubled, fatigued, or



unenthusiastic, all of which are covered by their broader term pe’ape’a.”
Westerners, in comparison, are taught the concepts of “anger” and “sadness”
as children. Why does this matter? When you’re judging someone’s emotion
based on their facial expression, that perception is coming from you, not
from the other person. According to Barrett, we’re able to perceive a “happy”
face as happy because we are socialized to do so, not because of evolution.

Barrett’s research also shows there is nothing inherently “bitchy” about
resting bitch face, or RBF (here’s a handy de�nition from Urban Dictionary:
“a person, girl especially, whose regular facial expression makes them look
like a bitch”). In 2015 e New York Times reported that women were
resorting to plastic surgery to escape the tyranny of RBF. “When you look at
someone’s face, it feels like you read emotion,” Barrett told us. “But you’re
reading it based on past experience. ese faces are structurally neutral.
When you see a bitchy face, that perception is coming from you.” So the next
time someone mentions RBF, you can correct them: “Actually it’s resting
neutral face.”

Dealing with Emotion, Day-to-Day: Three
Core Emotional Skills

Here are three core skills that will help you understand and effectively
express emotion.

Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence (EQ) is the ability to acknowledge, understand, and
express your emotions and to handle relationships with empathy. Workers
high in EQ are better able to cooperate, manage conflict, and make
thoughtful decisions. Without emotional intelligence, warns psychologist
Daniel Goleman, “no amount of attention to the bottom line will protect your
career.”

EQ does not involve sharing every feeling you have with every person you
encounter. People with high EQ channel and filter emotions in ways that help
them become more effective. This requires:

Acknowledgment. Mollie wakes up and feels anxious. She doesn’t
suppress (or express) this emotion, she simply gives herself permission
to feel and observe it.



Understanding. Mollie
realizes she is nervous because
of an upcoming book deadline.
Liz is working on a chapter
draft but hasn’t emailed Mollie
in a few days.
Expression. That morning,
Mollie sends Liz a friendly text.
“Hi!” she writes. “I’m confident
you’re going to get this done,
but you know me—I get
anxious about deadlines. I want
to respect your process, but do
you think we could review the
chapter together this
afternoon?” After a few
minutes, Liz writes back, “Of
course! Didn’t mean to make
you anxious,” and Mollie feels
the tension drain from her
shoulders.

Emotion Regulation

Surveys about fear reveal that we are more afraid of public speaking than we
are of dying. Say you have to give a presentation in front of fifty of your
colleagues. Your anxiety might make you stumble over your words, sweat
profusely, or freeze.

The ability to regulate your emotions can be a life- (and job) saver. You can
manage which emotions you experience, when you experience them, and
how you react to them. Even though emotions can be useful signals, they can
also hurt, come at the wrong time, or be too intense. Three common ways to
regulate your emotions are reappraisal (when you reframe how you see a
situation), suppression (when you actively avoid an emotion by shifting your
focus), and response control (when you stifle your laughter or take deep
breaths to calm your body).

Say you’re the anxious public speaker we described above. If you practice
extensively, you will build confidence and decrease the anxiety you feel
during the presentation (and the amount of emotion you need to regulate). If
you memorize the first few sentences of your presentation, you will be able to
launch into the talk without any initial anxieties.

Emotional Agility



LIZ: My partner and I have a rule where we tell the other when one of
us is stuck in an emotion. For example, if I feel irritable, I say, “I’m
grumpy right now, but it has nothing to do with you—I think it might
have to do with an upcoming deadline or the humidity.” This prevents
us from getting into a grump spiral where he feels like I’m upset with
him so he becomes confused and grumpy, which makes me confused
and more grumpy.

At work, we tap into a constant stream of emotions. Some of these emotions
are positive and some are downright difficult. Psychologist Susan David
advises that instead of trying to distract yourself from your difficult emotions
through affirmations and to-do lists, you can unhook yourself from them.
This does not mean you should ignore them, but rather, work through them
so their existence doesn’t define your entire mood. There are four steps to
unhooking yourself from difficult emotions:

1. Notice difficult emotions

Let’s say you’re on a project team and one of your team members suggests
big changes right before the deadline. You start to get annoyed. Instead of
snapping at your coworker, pause and observe the feeling.

2. Label each emotion



The ability to describe complex feelings, to distinguish awesome from happy,
content, or thrilled, is called emotional granularity. Emotional granularity is
linked with better emotion regulation and a lower likelihood to become
vindictive when stressed. People who have this skill “have a texture to the
way they are able to talk about emotions: not only what they are feeling but
the intensity with which they are feeling,” says LeeAnn Renninger,
neuroscientist and founder of workplace training firm LifeLabs Learning.

In the project team example, without emotional granularity you might say
something lacking specifics. “I have a bad feeling and I’m not liking the way
this project is going.” But with emotional granularity, you’ll be able to realize
that by “I’m feeling annoyed,” you really mean, “I’m worried that we won’t
have time to make these changes.”

Emotional vocabulary words: To help you get started on expanding
your emotional vocabulary, here are three of our favorite lesser-known
emotion words. Ilinx (French): the elated disorientation caused by random
acts of destruction, like kicking the office copy machine. Malu (Dusun Baguk
people of Indonesia): the awkward feeling around people of higher status,
like riding an elevator with the CEO of your company. Pronoia (English): the
creeping feeling that everyone is involved in a conspiracy to help you.

3. Understand the need behind each emotion

Once you’ve labeled each emotion, flip your perspective and explicitly state
what you’d like to be feeling instead. Dwelling on a difficult feeling will only
enhance that feeling. Instead, ask yourself, “What do I want to feel?” If you’d
like to feel calm instead of anxious, figure out what you need to do to



successfully relax. In the project team example, that might be ensuring
stability: you want the project plan to stay on track.

4. Express your needs

Once you’ve identified your need, articulate it. Don’t say, “I’m annoyed by
this request for last-minute changes.” Try, “Your edits are good, but because
we are down to the wire, stability and predictability are important. What
edits do we have time for? How can we make this work?”



Emotional Tendencies Assessment

How do I apply everything I’ve learned?

To help you make the skills in this book actionable, we’ve created a three-
part assessment. e assessment will help you learn about:

1. Your own emotional tendencies
2. Your team’s emotional culture
3. Your organization’s emotion norms

An awareness of these three areas means you will know where to focus
your energy as you apply what you read in this book.

To take the full free assessments, go to lizandmollie.com/assessment.
We recommend taking the full version, but we’ve included a short �ash-

assessment version on three topic areas here in the book.

Flash assessment

Assess: Your emotional expression tendency
1. You’ve just lost some of your work due to a Save error right

before a deadline. You’re upset. Which of the following best
describes you?

a. I’m fuming on the inside but not showing or verbalizing it
at all

b. My facial expression is pained, I’m taking deep breaths,
and I tell my immediate neighbor I’m annoyed

c. I’m visibly upset and venting to anyone around me

http://lizandmollie.com/assessment


2. Your team just �nished an important milestone. Which of the
following best describes you?

a. Proudly but subtly smiling
b. Excitedly texting my partner
c. On top of the world. I’m hugging my team and gushing to

everyone we see in the hallway
3. How would your colleagues most likely describe you?

a. Mysterious
b. Even-keeled
3. An open book

Mostly As: You’re an under-emoter, meaning you are less expressive
about your emotions. People feel they can come to you if they are upset or
have a problem, because you’ll be able to calmly �gure out a way forward.
However, they sometimes misinterpret your silence as a lack of urgency or
excitement. It may take time for people to trust you, because it’s hard for
them to read you.

Your main opportunity: Try to �nd moments when you can be more
vulnerable (especially if you’re a leader—see the section on selective
vulnerability in chapter 8: “Leadership”). Be careful to not bottle up your
negative feelings so much that they begin to negatively affect you or come
out in unhealthy ways. See the section on the positivity paradox in chapter
2: “Health.”

Mostly Bs: You’re an even-emoter. You are somewhat emotionally
expressive. You can get visibly excited but you usually rein in your
excitement or frustration.

Your main opportunity: Focus on understanding what types of
situations make you feel comfortable expressing your emotions and what
situations don’t. See the section on selective vulnerability in chapter 8:
“Leadership.”

Mostly Cs: You’re an over-emoter, meaning you are highly emotionally
expressive. People always know how you’re feeling, and others come to you
when they have exciting news or just need an energy boost. Your open
emotional expression signals trustworthiness, but it might also make people
perceive you as unstable.

Your main opportunity: Focus on understanding when it’s productive
to express your un�ltered emotions and when you might be unconsciously



affecting those around you. Instead of getting swept up by your feelings, take
a moment to calm down before acting on them. See the section on
emotional contagion in chapter 7: “Culture,” and the section on
emotional regulation in chapter 8: “Leadership.”

(Source: LeeAnn Renninger, LifeLabs Learning)

Assess: Your team’s psychological safety
Respond to each statement by selecting a number to indicate how much you
agree or disagree with the statement.

1. If I make a mistake on my team, it is oen held against me
Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

2. Members of my team are able to bring up problems and tough
issues

Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

3. It is safe to take a risk on this team
Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

4. It is difficult to ask other members of this team for help
Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

5. Working with members of this team, my unique skills and
talents are valued and utilized

Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

Scoring: Step 1: Add up your score from 2, 3, and 5 to �nd a subtotal.
Step 2: 1 and 4 are reverse scored, so subtract each of your answer choices
from 8 (8 minus your answer choice number) and then add them together
with the subtotal.

Score of 0–15: Your team is psychologically unsafe! Team members do
not feel comfortable throwing out new ideas or pointing out potential
problems.



You and your team’s main opportunity: Start small and model the
behavior you wish to see. Invite someone on your team to weigh in with a
point of view or contribute a new idea, even when it might challenge the
group. en acknowledge and thank the person on the team for taking a
risk. See the section on psychological safety in chapter 5: “Teams.”

Score of 16–30: Your team has some psychological safety, but could
increase it. You and/or other team members sometimes, but not always, feel
you can suggest ideas, admit mistakes, and take risks without being
embarrassed by the group.

Your team’s main opportunity: Identify the behaviors that are
contributing to a sense of psychological safety and try to increase them. Try
asking each team member to write their thoughts and then have everyone
share out loud. Additionally, ask follow-up questions such as “Can you say
more about that?” See the section on psychological safety in chapter 5:
“Teams.”

Score of more than 30: Your team has a good amount of psychological
safety. You and your team members feel that you can usually share your
thoughts and ideas and know you’ll be respected.

Your team’s main opportunity: You can always increase psychological
safety by trying new methods. Try doing unusual team-building activities
together to build trust. Or try asking questions such as “When you think of
your childhood, what meal comes to mind and why?” to get a deeper story
about someone’s life and family. See the section on psychological safety in
chapter 5: “Teams.”

(Source: Modi�ed from Amy Edmondson’s Team Psychological Safety
Assessment)

Assess: Your sense of belonging within your
organization
Respond to each statement by selecting a number to indicate how much you
agree or disagree with the statement.

1. I generally feel that people accept me in my organization
Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree



2. I feel like a misplaced piece that doesn’t �t into the larger puzzle
of the organization

Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

3. I would like to make a difference to people around me at work‚
but I don’t feel that what I have to offer is valued

Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

4. I feel like an outsider in most situations in my organization
Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

5. I am uncomfortable that my background and experiences are so
different from those who are usually around me in the
organization

Strongly disagree 1 — 2 — 3 — 4 — 5 — 6 — 7 Strongly agree

Scoring: Step 1: 2, 3, 4, and 5 are reverse scored, so subtract each of your
answer choices from 8 (8 minus your answer choice number) and then add
them up to get a subtotal. Step 2: Add your answer choice number from 1 to
your subtotal.

Score of 0–15: You don’t feel a sense of belonging. You do not feel safe
and valued for expressing your true self.

Your main opportunity: Understand that it’s normal to lack a sense of
belonging in the �rst year of a new job. Try to identify the situations in
which you don’t feel a sense of belonging: Is it in certain settings (like video
calls) or with certain groups of people? en try to �nd a culture buddy or
mentor who can help you decode these situations. is is someone who
understands the culture and can answer your questions and give feedback
on items small (e.g., how the tone of your emails is coming across) to large
(e.g., helping you understand that feeling out of place is normal). Note:
When you still frequently lack a sense of belonging aer two years, it’s time
to think about moving to a different group or organization. See the section
on belonging in chapter 7: “Culture.”

Score of 16–30: You feel some sense of belonging. You mainly feel safe
and valued for expressing your true self, but there is still room for
improvement.



Your main opportunity: Remember that feeling like you belong doesn’t
mean work will suddenly be a walk in the park—it means the normal ups
and downs of office life won’t cause you quite so much stress. Look for ways
to model creating a sense of belonging in your own team. For example,
assume good intentions. If a colleague you know and trust makes a misstep,
explain why their behavior made you feel excluded and propose an alternate
action. See the section on belonging in chapter 7: “Culture.”

Score of more than 30: You feel a good sense of belonging. You feel
that you can usually share your thoughts and know you’ll be respected and
heard.

Your main opportunity: You can always increase the sense of belonging
for others on the team. Offer to be a culture buddy or mentor for someone
else. Help them understand the culture by answering questions and giving
feedback on small items like email tone. Remind them that it’s normal to not
feel a sense of belonging during the �rst few months of a new job. See the
section on belonging in chapter 7: “Culture.”

(Source: Modi�ed from the Sense of Belonging Inventory)
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everyone’s shelf.
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